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Asia 
in Ferment 





With the end of World War II in 1945 
came hope for an era of peace and tran- 
quility ond high expectations for the fu- 
ture. Nowhere were those expectations 
higher than in Asia. After being domi- 
nated by westerners for four hundred 
years, the people of Asia demanded noth- 
ing short of independence. 

Asian nationalists looked to the United 
States to insure that Europeans did not 
continue to dominate their countries. 
America set an example by granting full 
independence to the Philippine Islands. 
On July 4, 1946, while Americans were 
celebrating the 170th birthday of their 
country, Filipinos celebrated the birth of 
their own independent nation. 

After some hesitation, the British soon 
followed. Realizing that Great Britain no 
longer possessed the strength to rule a 
large empire, British leaders granted in- 
dependence to India and Burma in 1948. 
The Dutch proved more stubborn in their 
vast colony of Indonesia. Only when the 
United States used all of its powers in 
support of the Asian nationalist movement 
was Indonesia able to gain its independ- 
ence in late 1949. 

Like the French in Indochina, the 
Dutch had been displaced as rulers of In- 
donesia by the Japanese at the outbreak 
of World War II. After the war the Dutch, 
like the French in Indochina, attempted to 





A Fourth of July for the Philippines (above): 
Filipinos celebrated their independence in 
1946 with an old-fashioned American fire- 
works display. 





General Douglas MacArthur's dramatic re- 
turn to the Philippine Islands in October 
1944 signaled to the Americans the begin- 
ning of the end of World War II. To Fili- 
pinos it marked the return to the path of 
self-government promised by the Ameri- 
cans in 1916 and decreed by Congress in 
1932. 


reclaim their colonial empire. The British 
occupation army, which accepted the 
Japanese surrender in Indonesia, permit- 
ted the reentry of Dutch troops. In- 
donesian nationalists led by Achmed Su- 
karno resorted to guerrilla warfare. 

When negotiations between In- 
donesian nationalists and the Dutch gov- 
ernment proved unsuccessful, Indonesia 
seemed headed for the same fate that 
was to befall Vietnam: a bitter, protracted 
guerrilla war. But in late 1948 the Ameri- 
can government made good its pledge to 
support independence in Asia, presenting 
the Dutch with an ultimatum: If they did 
not grant Indonesia full independence im- 
mediately, all Marshall Plan aid would 
be terminated. Within a year all of the 
treaties and agreements were signed, 
and Indonesia took its place among 
Asia's newly independent nations. 

In all, nearly one-half billion people 
had won independence. Their future, 
however, was far from setiled. With the 
withdrawal of European rulers, religious, 
ethnic, and political rivalries erupted into 
violence. War and famine claimed mil- 
lions of lives. But for the Asians there was 
a crucial difference: The solutions would 
be of their own choosing. The era in 
which Europeans determined the fortunes 
of Asia was over, almost. 

But while almost one-half billion 
Asians rejoiced, there was little joy in 
French Indochina. There, Laotians, Cam- 
bodians, and Vietnamese remained un- 
der French rule. America called this an 
“internal French matter” and refused to 
intervene as it had done in Indonesia. 
Washington preferred instead the comfort 
of a policy of neutral noninvolvement. For 
the Indochinese it was a betrayal of 
America's commitment to anticolonialism. 
For Americans this policy of neutrality 
was to be short-lived. 


The Philippines 


The independence won by the Philip- 
pine Islands on July 4, 1946, ended over 
four hundred years of colonial rule, first 
by Spain and then by the United States. 





As mos! Filipinos rejoice at their newly won 
independence, sentries watch over the 
Spanish walls of old Manila, a reminder of 
the Philippines’ former Spanish rulers 
Guerrilla violence followed closely on the 
heels of independence 
































India 


The independence attained by India in 
August 1947 came only after a long cam- 
paign of nonviolent opposition to British 
rule by Indian nationalists. For nearly a 
century, Indian demands for independ- 
ence had been met only with British 
promises of independence in the future—a 
future that never seemed to arrive. The 
election of the first Labor government in 
Great Britain provided the final impetus: 
The new government promised a British 
withdrawal if Moslems and Hindus could 
settle their differences. The result was 
partition, the creation of two countries— 
India and Pakistan—on the subcontinent. 


Burma 


A century of British colonial rule ended 
for Burma in January 1948. The British 
originally conquered Burma and in- 
corporated it into its Indian territories, 
largely to protect its Indian borders 
against Burmese claims and later to pre- 
vent encroachments by France from Laos 
to the east. Like the French in Laos, the 
British also hoped that Burma would pro- 
vide an overland trade route to China. 


India’s two great nationalist leaders, Jawa- 
harlal Nehru (left) and Mohandas Gandhi 
(right), enjoy a light moment at the opening 
of the Indian National Congress meeting in 
1946 (above). The congress formally 
agreed to partition. 


Calcutta police lob tear gas bombs at Mos- 
lem nationalists after their attempt to burn 
a Hindu temple during five days of rioting 
in 1947. Moslems and Hindus clashed even 
before the British had completed their with- 
drawal from India; the toll was five hun- 
dred lives. 


An astrologer leads Burma's independ- 
ence celebration on January 4, 1948 (right). 
Burmese nationalists left it to astrologers to 
determine the best time to begin national 
independence. Their choice of 4:20 AM. 
forced all of Burma to rise in the middle of 
the night to proclaim, “We are free.” 
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The former Dutch East Indies, In- 
donesia, won freedom with a bloody 
guerrilla struggle, ended only after the 
newly formed United Nations pressed the 
Netherlands government to withdraw. 
American insistence on independence 
forced the issue in the U.N. 


Speaking near a burned-out railway sta- 
tion, Indonesia’s charismatic nationalist 
leader and the country’s first president, 
Achmed Sukarno, exhorts his countrymen 
(above). When Sukarno moved closer to 
Communist China in the mid-1960s, he was 
ousted by a pro-American military coup. 


Out with the old (left). Indonesians remove 
a reminder of their former Dutch colonial 
masters after Independence Day in 1949. 
Portraits of all former Dutch governors gen- 
eral were taken from the palace in Dja- 
karta to dramatize independence. 








Vietnam 


Vietnam was in step with its Asian 
neighbors in declaring its independence 
immediately following the capitulation of 
the Japanese ending World War II. As in 
the Philippine Islands, India, Burma, and 
Indonesia, a native independence move- 
ment had spent the war years preparing 
for liberation. But Vietnam's struggle was 
to be the longest and costliest in all of 
Asia. Suddenly finding itself caught up in 
the emerging Cold War, Vietnam found 
the “independence” that Ho Chi Minh de- 
clared on September 2, 1945, to be a hol- 
low pronouncement until the Geneva 
Peace Conference nearly ten years later. 





A jubilant Hanoi crowd listens to Ho Chi 
Minh quote the American Declaration of In- 
dependence in proclaiming Vietnam's in- 
dependence. Lacking the kind of support 
other Asian countries received from the 
United States, Ho and his followers were 
forced to fight an eight-year war with the 
French to make good his proclamation and 
another eleven years to achieve his goal of 
a unified nation. 








Tine Prendi ReturM 


It began in Saigon and it ended in Saigon. Be- 
tween the first battle of Saigon and the last, three 
decades passed. A generation of Vietnamese 
was born and reared and reached adulthood 
without knowing true peace. Uncounted lives 
were lost: French, German, Laotian, Cambodian, 
American, Korean, Australian, British, Indian, 
Moroccan, Senegalese, and hundreds of thou- 
sands of Vietnamese. The debris of war, billions 
of dollars worth, littered the Vietnamese land- 
scape. It began in Saigon, the Paris of the Orient, 
and it ended in Saigon, Ho Chi Minh City. 

Early on the morning of Sunday, September 23, 
1945, a small group of French soldiers led person- 
ally by the French commissioner designate for 
Cochin China, Colonel Jean Cédile, stormed the 
city hall, arrested the members of the Vietminh 
committee that had run the city since the Japa- 
nese surrender, and © ice again hoisted the 
French Tricolor above the streets of Saigon. 
Other French troops simulte 1eously occupied the 
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British General Douglas Gracey released many Japanese 
prisoners to aid him in resisting the demands of the Vietminh. 
Here a Japanese soldier posts Gracey's Proclamation No. 1, 
a declaration of martial law in southern Vietnam on Septem- 


ber 21, 1945. 





post office and secured police headquarters. In the 
month of August, when the Vietminh governed the 
country almost without opposition or interference, 
only one Frenchman had been killed. But on the day 
of the French return, scores of Vietnamese were 
killed, attacked, or taken prisoner, with what one 
British eyewitness described as “maximum ineptitude 
and considerable cruelty.” 

It was a day of revenge for the French—revenge 
for the Japanese coup on March 9, 1945, which had 
robbed them of their power, revenge for the frustra- 
tion they felt as Ho Chi Minh had declared Vietnam's 
independence and moved to consolidate his power, 
revenge for the “ingratitude” that the Vietnamese dis- 


| played after nearly one hundred years of Fromce’s 





Preceding page. The French return: Occupation troops 
bound for Vietnam leave Marseilles in November 1945, soon 
after French forces had retaken Cochin China. 
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“civilizing” rule. In this atmosphere of revenge the 
French invented a new crime: to be Vietnamese. Old 
men, women, and children had their ears boxed by 
French matrons trying to reestablish the “natural” or- 
der in Saigon. 

But the Vietnamese were unwilling to revert to the 
colonial role of good-natured children, beloved by 
their French masters. They had tasted independence. 
One Saigonese, a middle-aged man who had trav- 
eled the world in the French navy, told an American 
reporter of his fondness for the French when he vis- 
ited France. “But Frenchmen here?” he asked him- 
self, “I hate them. We all hate them with a hatred that 
must be inconceivable to you, for you have not known 
what it is to live as a slave under a foreign master.” 

The French coup was not only cruel but, as the 
British observer reported, also inept. The Vietminh 


-committee apparently had some inkling of the im- 


pending strike by the French forces, and its leaders 
were able to escape to the satety of the countryside. 
There they joined with their political enemies, the 
Cao Dai and Hoa Hao religious sects and the Binh 
Xuyen bandits, to begin their guerrilla resistance. Af- 
ter the coup all of the southerners were united 
against the French. 














The man responsible for the outbreak of violence in 
Saigon was neither French nor Vietnamese. He was 
General Douglas D. Gracey, a British war hero, the 
right-hand man of Lord Louis Mountbatten, supreme 
commander of all British forces in Asia. Mountbatten 
would later gain world respect for his probity in 
guiding British policy during India’s transition to in- 
dependence. But his choice of General Gracey to ful- 
fill England's responsibility to accept the Japanese 
surrender in Vietnam south of the sixteenth parallel 
was a poor one. Gracey’s fame rested on his effective 
command of Indian troops, to many Asians the most 
visible sign of European domination of their continent. 
Gracey lacked the finesse required in the tense situa- 
tion of Vietnam in September 1945. Gracey identified 
with the French soldiers wanting to reclaim their em- 
pire. He was incapable of acting as an objective 
mediator between the French and the Vietminh. 
Gracey later recalled with evident pride his first 
meeting with Vietminh representatives after his arri- 
val in Saigon on September 13, 1945. To welcome 
him, the Vietminh had hung English-language ban- 





The arrival of British troops in Saigon after World War II 
brought a captor-prisoner turn around. French colonialists, 
many of whom were held prisoner by the Japanese occupa- 
tion troops during World War II, confront British-held Japa- 
nese prisoners. 





ners proclaiming, “Welcome to the Allies, to the Brit- 
ish and the Americans, but we have no room for the 
French.” But then the Vietminh, in Gracey's words, 
“came to see me and said ‘welcome’ and all that sort 
of thing. It was an unpleasant situation and I 
promptly kicked them out.” 

Mountbatten’s orders to Gracey were clear and 
sharply limiting. It was his job to disarm the Japa- 
nese, to repatriate the prisoners of war, and to main- 
tain order. But he was specifically forbidden to exer- 
cise “any measure of administrative authority outside 
key areas,” and he was not “to reestablish French 
sovereignty.” Between the French and the Vietminh | 
he was to remain neutral. No matter how explicit 
Mountbatten's orders were, Gracey was well aware 
that British policy in Asia was to do nothing that 
might jeopardize British claims to its own empire, es 
pecially in India. Gracey acted accordingly. 

Gracey expressed pride in refusing to meet with 
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the Vietminh committee, but he quickly came under 
intense pressure from the other side. Colonel Cédile 
made repeated entreaties to Gracey, arguing that 
the French citizens of Saigon would be helpless 
against a Vietminh attack and pleading that the de- 
tained French prisoners of war be immediately 
armed. He also argued that a majority of the Viet- 
namese supported the French regime and lived in 
fear of the Vietminh. To counter this last argument, 
the Vietminh staged a general strike in Saigon on 
September 17. In response Gracey ordered the Viet- 
namese press closed and all Vietnamese disarmed. 
The Vietminh protested the “gross interference with 
their political liberties and aspirations.” But Gracey 
was not listening to the Vietminh. 


Gracey declares martial law 





For the next thirty years Saigon was often to expe- 
rience the harshness of martial law. But that it should 
first be proclaimed by the British soldier whom the 
Vietnamese hoped would aid their fight for inde- 


Colonel Jean Cédile, acting French commissioner for Cochin 
China, capitulated to the demands of the French population 
in Saigon for strong action against 
the Vietnamese. With British Gen- 
eral Gracey's aid, he launched 
the takeover of the Vietminh 
Committee of the South in 
September 1945. 


pendence was particularly disheartening to them. 
Until he declared martial law on September 21, 
General Gracey had performed, with some stretch- 
ing of the limits, within the boundaries of his orders. 
But by issuing Proclamation No. 1, a declaration of 
martial law, not only in Saigon but throughout south- 
ern Vietnam, Gracey clearly exceeded his orders to 
maintain order only in “key areas.” Gracey later 
argued that the proclamation was issued in response 
to the general strike of September 17. But the date of 
its printing suggests that it was considered and 
dratted prior to the strike. Martial law was more the 
result of Cédile's pleas than of the Vietminh's peace- 
ful strike. 

Having declared martial law, Gracey was now re- 
sponsible for maintaining order south of the sixteenth 
parallel. With a force of only some twenty thousand 
Indian soldiers at his disposal, many of whom had 
not yet arrived, Gracey looked elsewhere for support. 
He finally gave in to Cédile and, on Saturday, Sep- 
tember 22, armed the French troops, prisoners of the 
Japanese since the March coup. 

The next morning Cédile and his newly armed 
troops staged their brutal coup. Gracey's proclama- 
tion of martial law, designed to insure order, had 
achieved the opposite effect. Gracey tried to reverse 
the situation by disarming the French population and 
confining French troops to their barracks. But on 
Tuesday, September 25, French and Eurasian citi- 
zens in a Saigon suburb were brutally massacred by 
Vietnamese. An estimated one hundred and fifty 
people died. The French and Gracey were quick to 
blame the Vietminh. Perhaps they found it impossible 
to differentiate between the various political factions 
operating in Saigon. But a later investigation by the 
British government concluded with impressive evi- 
dence that the Cochin China “mafia,” the Binh Xuyen 
bandits, was responsible for the massacre, perhaps 
as an effort to discredit the Vietminh or perhaps to 
show the Vietnamese that they were more “radical” 
than Ho Chi Minh’s forces. 

The British response was to rearm the Japanese 
soldiers and to undertake the pacification of Cochin 
China, the southern part of Vietnam. The Vietminh 
blockaded the roads leading out of Saigon and at- 
tempted to starve the city. They urged the entire Viet- 
namese population to evacuate the city, much as 
their ancestors had done in 1859 when the French 
first claimed it. The Indian troops of the British army 
and the Japanese then began a slow, village- 
by-village pacification effort. They made some prog- 
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ress but, as the next thirty years would show, prog- 
ress is elusive in guerrilla warfare. Gracey's orders 
to his troops described the problems of pacification, 
problems that no antiguerrilla army was ever able to 
solve: 


There is no front in these operations. We may find it diffi- 
cult to distinguish friend from foe ... beware of ‘nibbling’ 
at opposition. Always use maximum force available to in- 
sure wiping out any hostilities we may meet. If one uses 
too much, no harm is done. If one uses too small a force, 
and it has to be extricated, we will suffer casualties and 
encourage the enemy. 


For the British the war in Vietnam was mercifully 
short. By the end of December, when their obligations 
to supervise the Japanese surrender ended, they be- 
gan to withdraw their troops. By April 1946 the final 
British soldiers left, replaced by French troops 
clothed, armed, and supported with supplies pro- 
vided by the British. The British, with their home 
economy devastated by six years of war, could pro- 
vide the French only with lend-lease materials given 
them by America. To the Vietnamese watching the 
reentry of the French troops, the clean new uniforms, 
the shiny jeeps, and the modern firearms all bore 
the unmistakable imprint of their supplier: 


¡ie 








“Lend-Lease—Provided by the Government of the 
United States of America.” 


Few Americans were aware of these events taking | 
place in a remote corner of Asia. News coverage was | 
sparse. Events in China, India, even in Indonesia | 
were more important. But at least one American was | 
indignant. Following the fighting from his command | 


in Tokyo, General of the Army Douglas MacArthur 
remarked: 


If there is anything that makes my blood boil, it is to see 


our allies in Indochina ... deploying Japanese troops to 
reconquer the ... people we promised to liberate. It is the 
most ignoble kind of betrayal. 


The Chinese are coming 





To the events in Saigon, over seven hundred and fifty 
miles from Vietminh headquarters in Hanoi, Ho Chi 
Minh could only make an ineffective protest to British 


Prime Minister Clement Attlee. Unrecognized as a | 


head of state, Ho found his protests unanswered, and 
he was virtually without resources to control the 





Vietnamese nationalists are taken to prison under French 
guard after violence erupted in Saigon in September 1945. 




















events in the South. He had no influence over the ex- 
treme antiwestern elements operating in the South. 
And he even found it difficult to restrain his own 
Vietminh followers, who were under heavy pressure 
to prove that they were as anti-French as the relig- 
ious sects. But Ho knew as well that his strength lay 
in the densely populated Tonkin Delta. It was Tonkin 
that was uppermost in Ho's mind, because once 
again the Chinese were coming. 

The Allies had assigned Chicmg Kai-shek the re- 
sponsibility of accepting the Japanese surrender 
north of the sixteenth parallel. But Chiang could ill at- 
ford to give the job to one of his crack northern units, 
now needed to confront Mao Tse-tung’s guerrillas. 
Instead he dispatched a ragtag force from south 
China under the command of General Lu Han. While 
the British had arrived in the South with a force of 
20,000 troops, Lu Han commanded almost 200,000 
Chinese soldiers. But more important to Ho than the 
200,000 soldiers were the few hundred Vietnamese 





Ho's provisional government sought financial support in 1945 
through voluntary contributions, especially during the “Gold 
Week” campaign. This campaign poster asks citizens to 
“Make a sacrifice—Donate gold to the nation.” 














who traveled with them—the remnants of Vietnam’s 
old Nationalist party and the official protégés of 
Chiang Kai-shek. 

As the Chinese forces moved through northern 
Tonkin, they evicted the Vietminh committees from 
power in the villages and replaced them with mem- 
bers of the Nationalist party. Fighting broke out be- 
tween Vietminh partisans and the Chinese, but Ho 
quickly ordered that the Chinese occupation be ac- 
cepted peacefully. He had his own strategy for deal- 
ing with Lu Han and was anxious to avoid violence in 
the North. By the end of September, the Vietminh re- 
mained in power only in Hanoi. The Nationalists, 
backed by Chinese troops, controlled the rest of the 
countryside, but the Vietminh waited quietly for op- 
portunities to act. 


Ho deals with the Chinese 


Ho's long experience in dealing with Chinese Nation- 
alists, especially during World War II, had taught 
him what was necessary to protect his government. A 
tidy sum of money would be more attractive to Lu 
Han than a few Vietnamese allies. But the whole op- 
eration would have to be done delicately, so the Chi- 
nese could "save face.” Ho declared the week of 
September 16 through 22 “Gold Week.” Voluntary 
contributions were requested to enable the nearly 
bankrupt Vietminh government to purchase weapons 
on the open market. The fund-raising drive was 
enormously successful. Over eight hundred pounds of 
gold and 20 million piasters were raised. Ho's only 
disappointment was that few wealthy Vietnamese 
contributed. Most of the money came from poor peas- 
ants least able to afford it. 

Some purchases of weapons were made, perhaps 
as a cover. But most of the money was used to make 
General Lu Han and his senior officers wealthy men. 
In exchange, Lu Han adopted a policy of noninter- 
ference in Vietnam’s political affairs (while further 
enriching himself by manipulating Vietnam's foreign 
exchange market) and permitted the Vietminh com- 
mittee in Hanoi to continue to govern the city. 

To avoid appearances that the Chinese had sold 
out their Vietnamese Nationalist allies, Ho reached a 
series of agreements with the Nationalists. A Nation- 
alist was named vice president of the provisional 
government, and in early November 1945, Ho dis- 
solved the Indochina Communist party with the ex- 
planation that “my party is my country.” 





Ho then introduced a series of reforms designed to 
win broader support for the Vietminh by ending the 
most hated of French colonial policies. The use of 
opium was banned and the alcohol monopoly ended. 
The salt tax and head tax were abolished. Ho won 
the support of the major Catholic bishops in the North 
and soon the Nationalist party itself split, one-half of 
it merging with the Vietminh. 

In the meantime Ho had been making prepara- 
tions for the election of a National Assembly, which 
would draft a constitution and end the provisional na- 
ture of the independent Vietnamese government. Ho 
originally called for elections to take place on De- 
cember 23, 1945. But the Nationalists wanted more 
time to prepare, and Ho agreed to postpone the elec- 
tions for two weeks. As the time for the elections grew 
near, the Nationalists realized that their cause was 
hopeless. The popularity of the Vietminh was too 
great. Since Lu Han's troops still controlled Tonkin, 
Ho reached another agreement with the Nationalists. 
No matter how poorly they did, they would be 
awarded seventy seats in the new parliament, would 
retain the office of vice president, and be awarded 
two ministers’ portfolios. The national elections—the 
first in Vietnamese history—took place on January 6 
1946, without incident and amid great festivity. An 
estimated 90 percent of the eligible voters exercised 
their new right. 

The results were a great victory for the Vietminh 
Had they not been guaranteed their 70 seats, the Na 





The first National Assembly of the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam meets in January 1946 to establish a government 
headed by Ho Chi Minh. 


tionalists would have won only 48. All 254 of the other 
representatives elected belonged to the Vietminh | 
front. But the new parliament was hardly stacked 
with Communists. Only 10 Marxists were elected. The 
other Vietminh seats were won by those described as 
Socialists, democrats, and independents. When the 
assembly convened, its Catholic president asked Ho 
to form a new government. Of the twelve cabinet 
members only three had been comrades of Ho in the 
old Indochina Communist party. Ho, who became 
president, was the only other Communist. The other 
eight positions went to the Nationalists, leaders of the 
Catholics, and independents. It was still the “Govern- 
ment of Union.” 

Ho's deft political moves had broadened his base 
within Vietnam and neutralized the Nationalists, who 
in a showdown could still have counted on the force 
of the Chinese occupational troops. It was clear now 
that the Chinese troops had broader intentions than 
merely accepting the Japanese surrender. Ho could 
only recall with horror that the first time the Chinese 
usand years. But he 
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By early fall it was apparent to Ho that Chiang's 
real goal in occupying Tonkin was to wring con- 
cessions from the French in China. Between Febru- 
ary 28 and March 14, 1946, the French signed a 
series of agreements with the Chinese, relinquishing 
their pre-World War II rights in China. In exchange, 
China was willing to hand Vietnam back over to its 
colonial rulers. With these agreements the Chinese 
began withdrawing their troops, a process that lasted 
until the end of October, paving the way for the re- 
turn of French forces. 





A decision for peace 





Now the focus shifted back from Shanghai to Hanoi. 
The question: How would the French return? By force, 
against the wishes of the Vietnamese? Or peacefully, 
following agreement with the Vietminh? 

At this critical juncture France was fortunate. The 
top representatives Charles de Gaulle sent to 
Hanoi—both military and civiliam—were men pos- 
sessed with a decidedly non-Gaullist pragmatism 
and common sense. Their deep Gaullist patriotism 
and firm hope that France would return to glory did 
not blind them to the realities of the Vietnamese politi- 
cal situation. 

Jean de Hautecloque was a name virtually un- 
known to his fellow Frenchmen, except perhaps as 
that of the scion of an aristocratic family. Yet the 
| man’s fame as a general was exceeded only by that 
| of de Gaulle himself. De Hautecloque had escaped 
| from France at the beginning of the Nazi occupation 
| and had raised the first Free French Army in the 
French colony of Chad. His soldiers fought in Libya 
and then joined the Allies in the North African cam- 
paign. His black African troops spearheaded the 
French effort in the liberation of Paris. But fearful lest 
his leadership in the Free French Army provoke Nazi 
reprisals against his family in France, de Haute- 
cloque had changed his name. Thus it was that Gen- 
eral Jacques Philippe Leclerc, hero of the Free 
French, came to command French forces in Vietnam. 

Leclerc’s experiences in the guerrilla fighting 
around Saigon convinced him that a return to the 
prewar colonial relationship was impossible. On 
February 5, 1946, Leclere announced at a press con- 
ference that the French pacification of southern Viet- 
nam was complete. But he warned, “France is no 
longer in a position to control by arms an entity of 24 
million people.” 
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Leclerc’s conclusion was shared by Jean Sainteny, 
the commissioner designate of Tonkin in the North. 
Sainteny had been the first Frenchman flown into 
Hanoi after the Japanese capitulation, arriving with 
the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS) ad- 
vance team. His presence so upset the Vietnamese 
population of Hanoi that the Japanese, responsible 
for maintaining order until relieved by the Chinese, 
suggested that he separate himself from the Ameri- 
cans and move into the governor general's palace. 
Leaping at the chance to reclaim the symbol of 
French power, Sainteny agreed. The Japanese then 
argued that his mere appearance on Hanoi's streets 
could provoke a disturbance and forced him to re- 
main within his “golden cage.” 

On February 18, Leclerc, temporarily serving as 
high commissioner in Indochina, assigned to Saint- 
eny the task of conducting negotiations with Ho Chi 
Minh for the return of French troops to Tonkin. Ho 
was attacked by his closest advisers for his willing- 
ness to participate in these negotiations. Pham Van 
Dong and Vo Nguyen Giap considered force, not ne- 
gotiations, to be the only means of liberating Vietnam 
from the French. The Vietminh newspaper printed an 
article entitled “Calm but Ready” which said, “We 
are preparing to negotiate, but at the same time we 
are preparing to resist, and the negotiations will suc- 
ceed only if we get independence and freedom.” 

The negotiations did succeed. On March 6, 1946, 
Ho and Sainteny signed a preliminary agreement—a 
promising start toward decolonization without blood- 
shed. Under the terms of the agreement, France rec- 
ognized Ho's government as a "free State, having its 
own Government and Parliament, and forming part 
of the Indochinese Federation within the French 
Union.” France also agreed to a national referendum 
in Vietnam to determine whether the colony of Co- 
chin China would be joined with Tonkin and Annam 
to form a reunited Vietnam. In return, the Vietnamese 
granted the French army the right to replace the Chi- 
nese troops north of the sixteenth parallel and to re- 
main there for five years. 

The March Agreement was followed by a series of 
good will gestures on both sides. Leclerc ordered that 
French army vehicles fly both French and Vietminh 
flags. Giap, the intractable, spontaneously shook 
hands with Leclerc before France's Tomb of the Un- 
known Soldier in Hanoi. The temporary Socialist 
prime minister of France, Léon Blum, was in com- 
plete accord with his representatives in Hanoi: “We 
have achieved much for the peoples of distant In- 
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dochina. ... We have but one end there: to insure a 
sufficient degree of order and civilization that all citi- 
zens, in accordance with the principles of the United 
Nations Charter, can make a free choice about the 
political future of their country.” 





A tum for the worse 


In March 1946 it appeared that France, the country 
that had made liberté the political dream of Europe 
in 1789, would precede both England and Holland in 
emancipating its colonies. Indochina might become 
independent before India or Indonesia. 

The moderates—Ho and Sainteny—quickly came 
under attack from extreme elements in both their 
camps. Ho was sharply criticized by the pro- 
Nationalist Chinese elements within the Vietminh 
who wanted the government to encourage the Chi- 


nese troops to remain in Tonkin to prevent the reentry 
of the French. Ho countered this argument with Viet- 
namese history: 


You fools! Don't you realize what it means if the Chinese 
stay? Don't you remember your history? The last time the 
Chinese came, they stayed one thousand years! As for me, 
I prefer to smell French shit for five years, rather than Chi- 
nese shit for the rest of my life. 


Ho’s continued popularity, both within the Vietminh 
and in the country as a whole, insured that he would 
prevail over his opponents. But the position of Leclerc 
and Sainteny was not so secure. 

Sainteny had been appointed commissioner for 
Tonkin, but over the regional commissioner presided 
the Gaullist high commissioner for all Indochina, a 
post equivalent to the prewar governor general. He 
was a man with a very different mind, Admiral 
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Georges Thierry d'Argenlieu. D'Argenlieu had 
served in both World War I and World War Il as a 
high-ranking French naval officer. Between the wars 
he had retreated to a Carmelite monastery. One of 
his staff members sardonically described him as the 
“most brilliant mind of the twelfth century.” Even be- 
fore Leclerc had begun paving the way for negotia- 
tions, d'Argenlieu had complained to de Gaulle 
about Leclerc's “defeatist attitude.” As soon as the 
March Agreement was signed, d'Argenlieu began to 
undermine it. 

The tactics employed by d'Argenlieu were those 
long employed by French colonial administrators: to 
make a unilateral policy decision, to try to persuade 
officials in Paris to accept the policy, and failing that, 
to carry out the policy all the same and present Paris 
with a fait accompli. The government would then be 
left with the face-losing choice of either publicly dis- 
agreeing with its officials in front of the “natives” or 
accepting the policy. D’Argenlieu dispatched a 
four-man team to Paris to argue that Cochin China 
should be exempted from the March Agreement be- 
cause the people in the South had no desire to be 
reunited with the North. 

D’Argenlieu had one powerful weapon: the French 
constitution. Tonkin and Annam were only pro- 
tectorates whose relationship to France was gov- 
erned by treaties, that is, by acts of the parliament. 
But Cochin China was a colony whose legal status 
was embedded in the French constitution. Any 
change in its status would require an amendment to 
the constitution. For the time being Paris ignored 
d‘Argenlieu's argument and instructed him to con- 
tinue the negotiations begun by Sainteny. 





The failures of 
Da Lat and Fontainebleau 





On April 18, 1946, French and Vietminh officials met 
in Da Lat, a French resort in Vietnam's highlands, to 
begin defining precisely what was meant by the part 
of the March Agreement that said that Vietnam was 
to be a “free State ... forming part of the Indochinese 
Federation within the French Union.” Giap led the 
Vietminh delegation while Max André, a member of 
the Christian-Democratic party and a former bank- 
ing official in Saigon, headed the French. Giap was 
one of the most inflexible opponents of the French 
while André, a former colonist, was sure to insist on 
considerable French influence in the new Vietnam. 
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The Da Lat conference made no progress. The 
French definition of membership within the French 
Union provided little real power for the new "free 
State” of Vietnam. Foreign affairs were to be con- 
trolled solely by Paris, while Vietnam (as well as 
Cambodia and Laos) was to control its own internal 
affairs. The French made some important exceptions. 
The Departments of Justice, Social Security, Economic 
Planning, Transport, Customs, Communications, Im- 
migration, and even Hygiene were all to remain un- 
der French control. Apparently, the Vietnamese were 
not even to be given power over collection of their 
own garbage. 

André described this proposal as “major” and “fi- 
nal.” Had Ho accepted that as France's last word, he 
would have cut off the negotiations. Instead, the 
Vietminh issued a statement at the conclusion of the 
Da Lat conference hoping for more progress at a 
conference to be convened at Fontainebleau near 
Paris—away from French and Vietnamese extremists 
in Vietnam. 

Ho and his negotiating team, led by Pham Van 
Dong, departed by boat for Paris on May 31, 1946. Ho 
wisely left Giap behind. Moderation was essential if 
these new negotiations were to be productive. When 
the Vietnamese delegation arrived in Paris, however, 
they were greeted by a new bombshell from Saigon. 

On June 1, the day after Ho's departure, 
d'Argenlieu proclaimed the “autonomous” Republic 
of Cochin China. D’Argenlieu appointed Dr. Nguyen 
Van Thinh prime minister. The Consultative Council— 
a reorganized Colonial Council, elected on a very re- 
stricted sutfrage—only had the power to confirm the 
choice of prime minister and approve the budget. The 
French high commissioner remained the real power 
in Saigon. The Vietminh considered d'Argenlieu's ac- 
tion a stab in the back. Unification had been a goal 
second in importance only to independence. Showing 
an enormous reservoir of self-restraint, Ho dismissed 
d'Argenlieu's actions as a “misunderstanding” which 
the negotiations would clear up. 

To the French negotiators in Paris little clarification 
was necessary. Max André again led the French del- 
egation. He refused to use the March Agreement that 
implied Vietnamese independence as a basis for dis- 
cussions and instead placed on the bargaining table 
his unacceptable proposal made at Da Lat. Both 
sides blundered during the negotiations. Ho received 
a delegation of Algerians demanding their independ- 
ence, a sign of solidarity that greatly angered the 
French government. D'Argenlieu held a second Da 








Lat conference, inviting delegates from Cochin 
China, Cambodia, and Laos, but ignoring Ho's gov- 
ernment in Hanoi. A final communiqué was issued on 
September 12, announcing some French economic 
and financial concessions to the Vietnamese. But Max 
André refused to agree to a further discussion of the 
issues—essentially telling the Vietnamese to “take it 
or leave it.” He refused to make any commitment to a 
referendum in Cochin China in which the south- 
erners themselves could decide whether they wanted 
reunification with the North. On September 13, the 
Vietnamese delegation left Paris for Haiphong. 





A chance for peace 





But Ho, who had "come to make peace,” refused to 
leave Paris without “France’s company.” Sainteny 
urged Ho to return to Hanoi, where he was afraid 
that extremists would get the upper hand in Ho's ab- 
sence. But Ho replied, “What could I do if I return 
empty-handed?” On September 14, Ho met with 
Sainteny, Prime Minister Georges Bidault, and Min- 
ister of Overseas Territories Marius Moutet. Ho was 
now begging the French: “Do not leave [me] this 
way. Arm me with something against those who seek 
to outdo me. You will not regret it.” But Ho continued, 
“If we must fight, we will fight. You will kill ten of our 
men, and we will kill one of yours. Yet, in the end, it is 
you who will tire.” 

At midnight on September 14, Ho signed a modus 





A Vietminh “death 
volunteer” stands 
ready with an anti- 
tank bomb in Hanoi 
in late 1946. The 
“death volunteers” 
attached bombs to 
their bodies and 
flung themselves at 
French tanks, ex- 
ploding the bombs 
on impact. 


vivendi with the French. Ho conceded to the French 
practically all of their demands. In return he gained | 
only two promises: a referendum in Cochin China | 
and resumption of negotiations no later than January | 
1947. Neither would come to pass. 

Before leaving for Vietnam Ho met for the last time | 
with David Schoenbrun, an American journalist 
whom he had befriended in Paris. His optimism had 
disappeared. He spoke of his opponents in Vietnam 
and called the agreement which he had just signed 
his “death warrant.” He predicted that unless the 
French proved more flexible in the future, war was 
inevitable. About the nature of that war, Ho had no | 
illusions: | 





It will be a war between an elephant and a tiger. If the | 
tiger ever stands still, the elephant will crush him with his 
mighty tusks. But the tiger will not stand still. ... He will 
leap upon the back of the elephant, tearing huge chunks | 
from his side, and then he will leap back into the dark 
jungle. And slowly the elephant will bleed to death. That 
will be the war of Indochina. 


The American journalist was just one of many Ameri- 
cans in those years who became enchanted with Ho 
Chi Minh. One week after Ho's arrival in Hanoi on 
August 15, 1945, an advance team of American offi- 
cials from the OSS, led by Major Archimedes Patti, 


flew into the capital to insure the welfare of American 
prisoners of war in Japanese camps and to make 
preliminary arrangements on behalf of Chiang 








Kai-shek for the Japanese surrender. A similar team, 
led by Major A. Peter Dewey, landed in Saigon. The 
OSS officials outraged the French who accused them 
of siding with the Vietminh. In truth, the OSS officials 
gave the impression of supporting Ho's forces. They 
met with Vietminh officials and transmitted messages 
from Ho to the American government. 

But the OSS officials did not exceed their authority. 
Part of their responsibility was to insure that the 
Japanese continue to maintain civil order in the occu- 
pied lands, as commanded by U.S. Army General 
MacArthur. Since the Japanese chose to rely upon 
the Vietminh committees, the Americans worked with 
these forces. On an informal basis, the early Ameri- 
can arrivals made friendly overtures to the Vietnam- 
ese. One of the early participants was General Philip 
Gallagher, who assisted Lu Han's Chinese occupa- 
tion army. Gallagher agreed with the Vietminh that a 
student exchange between the U.S. and Vietnam 
would be a “good idea.” 





America and Vietnam— 
a budding friendship? 


Although Ho occasionally glossed over his Com- 
munist associations, he generally made no secret of 
them. He told the Americans that independence for 
Vietnam came first. At one point Ho told Major Patti 
that he had learned a great deal about political or- 
ganization and tactics from Moscow, but considered 
his twenty years of work for the Comintern as suf- 
ficient repayment. He now considered himself a free 
agent. Later he argued that Vietnam would not be 
ready for communism for “fifty years” and slyly re- 
marked that by then even the United States might be 
Communist. Perhaps then the Americans wouldn't 
mind so much if Vietnam was as well. 

Between August and December 1945 Ho made at 
least seven appeals directly to the American govern- 
ment. Adhering to diplomatic protocol, which refused 
to acknowledge correspondence from unrecognized 





| governments, the U.S. answered none of the commu- 
| nications. At one point the Vietminh asked “to be 


placed on the same status as the Philippines for an 
undetermined period,” that is, to be made an Ameri- 
can colony. Ho tried to entice the American govern- 
ment with promises of economic advantages and 
stated that they “would like to see the economy of 
Vietnam geared to America's if possible.” 

The Vietnamese were disappointed in the Ameri- 
can response. Their pleas ignored, they slowly began 
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to stop believing that America would aid them in 
their struggle for independence. When French troops 
began to arrive in Vietnam, supplied with Ameri- 
can-made equipment, the Vietnamese felt betrayed. 
They now argued that the Americans were support- 
ing the French. 

The Americans were not, not exactly. But Ameri- 
can policy had changed somewhat since President 
Roosevelt's death in April 1945. Roosevelt had in- 
sisted on an end to French rule in Vietnam, either 
directly through independence or by making Viet- 
nam a trust territory of the United Nations. In May 
1945, however, U.S. Secretary of State Edward R. 
Stettinius informed the French government that the 
U.S. was not “questioning, even by implication, 
French sovereignty over Indochina.” Further clari- 
fication from the State Department revealed that 
America was expecting considerable reform by the 
French colonial administration “with eventual 
self-government as the goal.” 

The guiding statement of American policy came in 
October 1945 as the French prepared to return south 
of the sixteenth parallel. The State Department re- 
peated that it was not opposed to a return to French 
control, but added: 


it is not the policy of this government to assist the French to 
reestablish their control of Indochina by force, and the 
willingness of the U.S. to see French control reestablished 
assumes that [the] French claim to have the support of the 
population of Indochina is borne out by future events. 


In other words, if the French claim that the vast 
majority of the Vietnamese were happy living under 
French rule were true, there would be no need for 
force, and the U.S. would accept French reoccupa- 
tion. In the meantime, the U.S. would give no military 
support to the French effort. The American govern- 
ment refused to transport French troops or weapons 
to Indochina and insisted that no military aid given to 
the French government be sent to the South China 
Sea. But it was not difficult for the French to secure 
American equipment. The English continued to pro- 
vide their lend-lease American equipment, and the 
military aid given to Paris by the United States simply 
freed funds to purchase American equipment on the 
open market. 

Still, the American position can accurately be 
called neutrality, a position that did not change until 
1950. But there were two problems with such neutral- 
ity. When the “French claim to have the support of 


the population” was not “borne out by future events” 
the U.S. did not change its “willingness ...to see 
French control reestablished.” More important, as the 
Pentagon Papers confirm, a policy of neutrality was 
“tilted” toward the French, as the recognized sover- 
eign power. As long as the U.S. did nothing the 
French were free to do as they pleased. Only direct 
aid by the American government to Vietnamese na- 
tionalists would have tilted the policy in the opposite 
direction. 

And what about the Soviet Union? Vietnamese 
Communists were at best cynical about Russian aid. 
They knew that the Soviet economy itself was too 
weak to provide much aid for Vietnam. Moreover, as 
one Vietminh told an American reporter, “The Rus- 
sians are nationalists for Russia first and above all. 
They would be interested in us only if we served 
some purpose of theirs.” 

It was apparently when Ho Chi Minh understood 
the full implication of the American policy that he be- 
gan negotiating with the French. No help was ex- 
pected from the Soviet Union, the United States had 
refused to intervene, and the Chinese were only to be 
feared. In late 1945 Ho dejectedly told an American 
reporter, “We apparently stand quite alone. We shall 
have to depend on ourselves.” 

To a Vietnam standing alone the French were most 
unwilling to make important concessions. The result 
was the breakdown in negotiations after the promis- 
ing beginning in March 1946. To the Americans the 
promise of the March Agreement had seemed to put 
France on the road toward fulfilling a major Ameri- 
can goal—the eventual independence of Indochina. 
That further progress was not made at Da Lat and 
Fontainebleau was disappointing, but then the nego- 
tiations by the English with India and by the Dutch 
with Indonesia could also have been characterized 
as "two-steps-forward-one-step-back.” 





The short road to war 





When Ho returned to Vietnam from Paris on October 
20, 1946, with only the poor modus vivendi to show for 
his efforts, he was greeted by the Hanoi population 
“with rapture,” according to reports of that day. But 
he knew that many in the government were sharply 
critical of his postconference agreement. Accord- 
ingly, at the meeting of the Vietnamese National As- 
sembly on November 9, 1946, Ho dramatically ten- 
dered his resignation. In effect, he asked the 
assembly to accept both him and the agreement or to 


reject them both. The assembly chose Ho and he re- | 


accepted the position of president. In the meantime, 
the assembly made arrangements for the worst. They 
gave wide powers to a standing committee, empow- 
ering it to act in the assembly's name should.the as- 
sembly be unable to meet, that is, in the event of a 
war of resistance. The government was reorganized 
to insure a broad national front. Of its fifteen mem- 
bers, six were Communists. 

Colonial attitudes died hard in Saigon. Despite the 
uncompromising attitude shown by the French gov- 
ernment toward the negotiations, d’Argenlieu and his 
extremist followers in Saigon were still unhappy over 
the restraint shown by Paris. D'Argenlieu criticized 
the fact that the French were even negotiating with 
Ho. As the Fontainebleau Conference opened, 
d'Argenlieu voiced his dismay. “I can assure you,” he 
boasted to the press, “that if General de Gaulle were 
still prime minister of France, Ho Chi Minh would not 
get away with such impertinence. He would be 
obliged to keep his place.” Neither d'Argenlieu nor 
anyone in the French government made much of Ho's 
Communist affiliations. To the old colonists this was 
beside the point. More important to them, Ho was a 
dangerous rabble-rouser, a Vietnamese who didn't 
know his place. 

The fragile peace was shattered in mid-November 
1946. On November 20 French and Vietnamese cus- 
toms officials clashed in Haiphong over who had the 
legal right to collect import duties. During the next 
few days isolated gunfire was exchanged between 
Vietminh militia and French soldiers. Fearful that a 


slow war of attrition was beginning, the French de- | 


cided to give the Vietnamese a hard lesson. The 
Vietminh were given two hours to evacuate the Chi- 
nese quarter of Haiphong. Two hours was not even 


sufficient time to forward the message to Hanoi for | 


consideration by the government. When the time ran 





out the French shelled the city, killing at least six | 


thousand Vietnamese civilians. 

The incident appeared to be an overreaction—later 
described by Moutet as a “foolish and criminal mis- 
take“—to a series of isolated outbreaks of violence. 
But other French officials later admitted that the at- 
tack had been planned far in advance to be used 
when the opportunity arose. At a meeting of the 
French Committee of National Defense in early No- 
vember, an attempt was made to convince Prime 


Minister Georges Bidault that war was not inevitable. 
But Bidault replied, “II faut tirer le canon.” ("It is nec- 
essary to fire the cannon. ) 

















At the outbreak of hostilities in December 1945 the Vietminh 
government fled to mountains northwest of Hanoi. Here Ho 
Chi Minh leads a session of the government steering com- 
mittee in a mountain cave. 


The “Haiphong incident’ won the day for Ho's 
more extreme followers. Giap began making prepa- 
rations for a war of resistance. On November 28 the 
French demanded full control of the Hanoi-Haiphong 
road, until then shared with the Vietminh. Giap 
countered by erecting barricades in Hanoi and by 
ordering the population to pierce holes in the walls of 
their homes to permit direct communication without 
the use of streets. 

In Paris, Sainteny was quickly dispatched to 
Hanoi, arriving there on December 2, in the hopes 
that his good relations with Ho Chi Minh might yet 
save the situation. After one brief meeting with Sain- 
teny, Ho refused to meet with his old friend again. 
Moreover, Giap began slowly to withdraw his regu- 
lar troops from Hanoi, leaving police chores to the 
popular militia. 
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The war begins 





As so many future Vietminh attacks would, it began 
at nightfall. At eight o'clock in the evening of Decem- 
ber 19, 1946, Vietminh guerrillas—for they were now 
guerrillas again—destroyed the electric power plant 
in Hanoi, plunging the city into darkness. Homes of 
French civilians were attacked and mines exploded 
in Hanoi's streets. Sainteny himself was injured when 
a mine blew up his car. 

That night French installations throughout Viemam 
were attacked. But the attacks were more a good- 
bye than a concerted effort to destroy the French in 
one blow. Ho Chi Minh and his government fled to a 
preplanned mountain retreat even before the attack 
was staged, much as the Emperor Ham Nghi had 
done sixty-two years earlier when the Viemamese 
had waged their first war of resistance against the 
French. French officials predicted the war would be 
over in three months. Not quite soon enough to get the 
boys home by Christmas. 











“The First 
American 
Casualty” 





Death seldom seemed so tragic, so 
much a matter of bitter misfortune, as in 
the Viemam War, a war that knew no 
front lines and entailed few pitched bat- 
tles. A missed step, the wrong place in 
formation, was often the only explanation 
for a combat fatality. That this would be 
the Vietnam War Americans came to 
know was tragically foreshadowed in its 
earliest days—in 1945, during the first 
battle of Saigon. 

Major A. Peter Dewey was not unlike 
many of the American officers who would 
arrive in Vietnam twenty years later. He 
was young and intelligent, the nephew of 
New York Governor (and GOP presiden- 
tial candidate) Thomas Dewey, and the 
son of a Chicago millionaire. He had 
graduated from Yale University where he 
studied French history and culture. An of- 
ficer in the OSS, he was assigned to Sai- 
gon at the end of World War II largely 
because of his knowledge of French. In 
Saigon he headed the U.S. mission that 
cared for Americans interned by the 
Japanese during the war. 

On September 26, 1945, Major Dewey 
was headed for reassignment to India. At 
9:10 am. he arrived at Tan Son Nhut Air- 
port, only to be told that his plane was 
delayed. Returning to the airport shorily 
after noon, he was told that there would 
be a further delay. Major Dewey decided 
that there was enough time to lunch at 
OSS headquarters not far from the air- 
port. For the first time that day Major 
Dewey took the wheel, chatting with his 
companion, Captain Herbert Bluechel, as 
they traveled the narrow roads of Sai- 
gon's suburbs. 

For nearly a week Saigon's back 
roads had been blocked by Vietminh 
guerrillas attempting to stop the move- 
ment of French and English troops. But as 
an American, Major Dewey had never 
experienced any difficulties passing the 
roadblocks. Americans were still admired 
in Vietnam, and Major Dewey had grown 
to have a fondness for the Vietnamese 
and a deep respect for the Vietminh 

At approximately 12:30 p.m. Dew: 
and Bluechel approached the last road 


block at a turn in the road 500 yards from | 
OSS headquarters. Dewey slowed to a | 
speed of only eight miles per hour. Sud- 
denly a burst of machine-gunfire struck | 
the vehicle. A bullet entered the left side | 
of Dewey's head, near the ear. Major 
Dewey died instantly, the first American 
to be killed by Vietnamese guerrillas. 
Bluechel was unharmed. He ran be- 


hind a row of hedges to OSS headquar- | 


ters where a few American soldiers amd 
a couple of war reporters held off the at- 
tacking Vietminh. No other Americans 
were injured, but at least eight Vietnam- 
ese were killed before the guerrillas re- 
treated. By 5:00 p.m. OSS headquarters 
had been evacuated for the security of the 
Continental Hotel in downtown Saigon. 
When he heard about the incident, Ho 
Chi Minh immediately sent an emissary to 
OSS headquarters in Hanoi to apologize. 
But the deed had been done. 

Why had the guerrillas attacked an 


previously passed the same roadblock 
unharmed? Captain Bluechel was con- 
vinced that the blame lay with British 
General Douglas Gracey, commanding 
general of the Allied Control Commission, 
which accepted the Japanese surrender. 
Gracey had ordered that no military ve- 
hicle display an identifying national flag. 
Bluechel testified that Dewey was “killed 
through being mistaken of being a na- 
tionality other than American. If the jeep 
in which he was riding at the time of the 
incident had been displaying an Ameri- 
can flag, I feel positive that the shots 
would not have been fired.” The official 
War Department investigation of Dewey's 


| 
American vehicle when so many had 


death concluded that when Gracey pro- | 
hibited the use of national flags “he was | 


thinking too much in terms of his own per- 
sonal prestige rather than in terms of the 
safety of his own and American soldiers.” 

Fourteen years later, when the Penta- 


gon reported the first official American 
combat death in Vietnam, it was not a 
f mistake. The American flag had 
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A World War I mountain gun borne into battle on mule's back near Mon Kay on the Chinese border. 
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Teenaged Vietnamese volunteers answering the French recruitment call arm themselh 
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| A caravan carries dead from a battle in the Red River Delta as one of the survivors, a Moroccan legionnaire, watches in the rain. 
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The French boys did not make it home for that 
Christmas. Nor for the next. They fought in Viet- 
nam for eight Christmases after the incidents in 
Haiphong and the Vietminh attack on Hanoi in 
December 1946. These eight years of fighting 
have been called the French Indochina War. Ini- 
.tially the sole French goal in the war was to re- 
tain its control and influence in Indochina, to fight 
for its empire. But the colonial war evolved into a 
second war: France fighting to contain Commu- 
. nist aggression. In private, French policy makers 
never gave up hope of winning the first war, the 
colonial war, but in public they increasingly de- 
fended this war by invoking the need to fight the 
second, to stop Communist expansion. It is diffi- 

cult to assign a specific date to this change. The 
two wars merged. But that/a second war would 
begin was decided on i 15, 1949. 
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| Mao's victory 


The small French outpost in the Vietnamese village of 
Chi Ma looked across the border to the Chinese vil- 
lage of Ai Diem. For days the French troops had 
been waiting, peering nervously across the frontier. 
On the morning of December 15, 1949, all remained 
quiet in Ai Diem. But at three o'clock in the afternoon, 
the French soldiers in Chi Ma suddenly heard a din 
from the Chinese side of the border. About thirty Chi- 
nese soldiers started to run toward the French posi- 
tion. Machine gun batteries were pointed from each 
side, and the thirty men rushed back to Ai Diem. 
Colonel Charton, commander of the Chi Ma post, de- 
cided to approach the Chinese. Fifty yards from the 
frontier he met with a group from the other side wav- 
ing their pistols in the air. Charton's interpreter tried 
to determine who these men were. Suddenly a gleam 
of recognition appeared in his eye. He tore himself 
loose from the meeting at the border and ran back to 
the French post at Chi Ma shouting, "The Commu- 
nists! The Communists!” 

The Communists had arrived on the Indochina 
border. It came as no surprise. For months the 
French had known that Chiang Kai-shek would be 
defeated. That prospect, strangely enough, was not 
altogether displeasing to the French command. Gen- 
eral Marcel Alessandri, French commander in Ton- 
kin, said to a reporter, “I am glad the Chinese Com- 


| munists are settling in next to us. That will bring a 


little order into things.” Frenchmen such as Ales- 
sandri, experienced in the Far East and secure in 
their “understanding of the Oriental mind,” never be- 
lieved that Mao Tse-tung would be able to convert 
the Chinese to communism. But he might be able to 
establish order along the frontier where the Nation- 
alist troops had so often threatened chaos. 

The major concern of the French officers at the 
frontier was what would happen when the Nation- 
alist troops, fleeing the soldiers of Mao's Chinese 
People's Army, reached the French border. Would 
they pour across the frontier? Would they surrender 


| to the French? Would Mao's troops follow in pursuit of 


the Nationalists, and even try to liberate Indochina 
from the French? The one thing the French knew was 
that they would be powerless to determine the events. 

On December 8, General Marcel Carpentier, com- 


| mander of all French forces in Indochina, had as- 





| Preceding page. A Vietminh montagnard guerrilla lies in 


wait for French troops. 
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sembled his senior officers stationed on the China 
border. He described to them what might happen: “It 
may be an avalanche. Perhaps there will be a million 
Chinese. Two million Chinese. We don't know. If that 
happens, we shall need reinforcements.” Then, al- 
most as an afterthought, he added, “Perhaps I will be 
able to send you a company.” 

In fact, the French did not even need an additional 
company. A French missionary, acting as an envoy 
from the Nationalist army, offered the entire Nation- 
alist army to the French. Together the two armies 
would fight the Communists—Viemamese and Chi- 
nese alike. The French politely refused the offer. The 
Nationalists then threatened to storm the border. 
Heated negotiations took place, but the French re- 
fused to budge an inch. The Nationalists would be 
protected by the French, but they must surrender 
their weapons on crossing into Vietnam. The French 
would give Mao no excuse for crossing the frontier. 

On the evening of December 11, the Chinese gave 
in. On December 12 and 13, thousands of Chinese 
Nationalist troops, the remnants of Chiang Kai-shek's 
once-proud armies, surrendered to the French. They 
were wrapped in rags, suffering from hideous 
wounds, and undernourished. Eventually, the French 
would transport them to Taiwan where they could 
nurture Chiang’s dream of returning and reconquer- 
ing the mainland. On December 15, the Communist 
troops arrived on Vietnam's border. 

Within two months the entire Chinese frontier was 
occupied by the Chinese Communists, from Laos to 
the Gulf of Tonkin. They did not cross the border, but 
their presence changed the war. First, the Vietminh 
could now train in friendly Chinese Communist terri- 
tory. More important, until the Communists arrived on 
the Chinese border, the two great superpowers, the 
United States and the Soviet Union, had simply 
watched from the sidelines, cheering their respective 
allies on, often with reluctance. But the presence of 
Mao's troops changed that. The war in Indochina 
was now a part of the Cold War. The war that the 
French were fighting to save their empire—the “dirty 
little war” as the French Communists called it—sud- 
denly became part of the great crusade to save the 
free world. 

The French were not unhappy to see this change 
take place. In the first war, the colonial war, the 
French and Vietminh were irrevocably stalemated. 
The greatest of the French generals, Jean de Lattre 
de Tassigny, admitted as much. France was no 
longer fighting for victory, but for negotiations. The 
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second war saved France from the stalemate of the 
first. But later France would learn that this reprieve 
from the stalemate only saved them for the ordeal at 
Dien Bien Phu. 


The guerrilla war 





The word “guerrilla” came into the English language 
early in the nineteenth century. Roughly, it is Spanish 
for “little war” and was first applied to the Spanish 
partisans who helped Wellington's army harass Na- 
poleon's occupying troops in the Iberian Peninsula. 
From 1946 to 1950, the French Indochina War was a 
pure guerrilla struggle. As one French army tech- 
nician recalled: “It was an abnormal war.... Things 
were only good when we were in bed.” A French 
sergeant who commanded the Dak To post in the 
mountains of central Vietnam was more descriptive: 


It is only little by little that you come to understand how 
terrible it is. You can starve to death there, with flowers all 
around you. You can die of thirst in spite of the enormous 
monsoon rains, because the water just goes straight down 
the cracks in the limestone. Everything rots, and your flesh 
rots first of all. You get fevers, and horrible great boils, 





A column of soldiers from Chiang Kai-shek's defeated Chi- 
nese Nationalist Army streams across the border into north- 
ern Vietnam after Mao's victory. 


and the least scratch sets up an inflammation that can't be 
cured.... You can't stop because the enemy is following 
you and you are following him.... 


In the end the Vietminh relied on their great ad- 
vantages of being able to make allies of the popu- 
lation and their knowledge of local geography. They 
were fighting in terrain they knew, under conditions 
that were a part of their daily life. A French non- 
commissioned officer resigned himself to his fate: 


Monsieur, we are finished here, we French. We can't live 
in the jungles like the Annamites. We get cholera and ma- 
laria, and die. Or they sneak into our camps and cut our 
throats. There are ten thousand Annamites for every hun- 
dred Frenchmen. Out of every hundred soldiers only five 
go home alive 


From the outset of the war the French made every | 
effort to engage Giap’s troops in a "set piece” battle, | 


a decisive confrontation they were sure they could 
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win. But Giap's strategy, to which he adhered with 
only one major exception—a terrible blunder in the 
spring of 1951—was to refuse such an engagement 
until he was sure he could win with superior force. 

In the early years of the war the French believed 
that the capture of Ho, as the capture of Emperor 
Ham Nghi in 1888 had ended an earlier insurrection, 
would quickly end the rebellion. In the fall of 1947, 
they launched Operation Lea. They threw fifteen 
thousand men and reserves in three columns against 
Ho's mountain outpost, which consisted of forty thou- 
sand men defending a triangle of nearly inaccessible 
Tonkin jungle and mountains one hundred miles 
wide and one hundred miles long northwest of Hanoi. 
With its Spitfires, ancient German-built "Junkers-52” 
trimotor aircraft, American-built C-47 transports, 
and French Morane reconnaissance aircratt, the en- 
tire Fourth Fighter Group gave air support to the 
ground forces, made up of three battalions each of 
armor infantry, and artillery. The third column, 1,137 
paratroopers, landed directly over Ho’s headquar- 
ters at dawn on October 7. It was nearly a total sur- 
prise. The paras, as the French called their para- 





An abandoned boot shows the effectiveness of primitive 
weapons employed by the Vietminh. "Punji-traps," designed 
to maim and disable, were made of barbed iron or wood 
spikes dipped in poison and set in camouflaged pits. 
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troopers, found Ho’s mail on his work table awaiting 
his signature. They captured a ranking Vietminh 
minister. But Ho and Giap had escaped. 

Operation Lea continued, as the armored and in- 
fantry columns pushed slowly forward encircling the 
Vietminh troops. But whole Vietminh regiments could 
still walk undetected through French lines, along se- 
cret jungle paths where nighttime visibility barely 
stretched the length of a soldier's arm. One month af- 
ter it began, Lea ended inconclusively. The French 
had gained an enormous expanse of territory. But 
they lacked the manpower and equipment to secure 
it. In December, the French pulled back to the low- 
lands. Giap's army had survived again, and in a 
guerrilla war, survival is a form of victory. 

As the belief in a quick victory faded, the French 
Union force settled in for a long war of pacification. 
The French Expeditionary Corps was the classic ex- 
ample of a colonial army. Its forty thousand man 
strength was a “united nations” unto itself. Senegal- 
ese, Moroccans, Cambodians, Laotians, and Viet- 
namese—all soldiers from French colonies—were 
commanded by an all-volunteer force from France. 
The French were already weary of the war. Mindful 
of that, the French parliament had banned the use of 
conscripts in Indochina. 

In addition, the French depended on their famed 
Foreign Legion, whose ranks were swelled atter 























World War II by many who had need of disguising 
their actions when the Nazis ran Europe. Germans 
formed the largest contingent within the Foreign Le- 
gion, amounting to about one-third of the total legion 
forces. So ubiquitous was the Foreign Legion that 
German sometimes seemed to be the second lan- 
guage of the war. First designated as the French 
Union forces, the army would later be reorganized 
into the Expeditionary Corps, eventually numbering 
one hundred and fifty thousand men, not counting 
Indochinese natives. 

The French chose as their basic tactic the plan that 
had worked sixty-five years earlier when they had 
first “pacified” Vietnam. The French high command 
concentrated troops in isolated outposts—known as 
hedgehogs—in hostile territory. From there, the troops 
would spread military control of the area like an oil 
slick. But the guerrillas were far better organized and 
led than they had been sixty-five years earlier, and 
they refused to engage in direct combat. Pacification 
proved elusive, as the Vietminh troops slipped away 
from French patrols only to return when the French 
had left. 


One, two, many guerrilla wars 


This guerrilla war was really a series of smaller 
wars. Each had its own characteristics, but all were 


j 


í 


dominated by the increasing frustration of the French 
in failing to catch an enemy they knew they could 
crush—if only it would stand still. 

In the jungle the French fought against foes who 
effectively exploited the natural dangers as well as 
ancient means of warfare. Mats of palm leaves hid 
"punji-traps,” shallow pits lined with four-inch 
spikes. Other traps were fashioned with bayonets de- 
signed to penetrate a man’s calf and body in the fall. 
Punji sticks and bayonets alike were poisoned with 
toxic plants or rotting meat, which along with the 
jungle climate would quickly transform a minor 
wound into a raging infection. In the brush overhead 
were huge creepers balanced to fall at the slightest 
jostle. Bushes bent in two at the side of the trail would 
often trigger an arrow down the path at chest level. 
The Vietnamese also made effective use of crossbows 
and poisoned darts. 

The Vietminh seldom used the roads running 
through the jungles. They cut their own secret paths, 
wide enough for but one man. The jungle growth re- 
covered the path so quickly that French soldiers 
found it difficult to trace the guerrillas’ course. But the 
Vietminh could always find it. 


French and Vietnamese forces seeking out the hidden popu- 
lation of a captured village uncover women and children in 
a haystack. 
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This same kind of war took place in the 
iungle-covered mountains, but mountain warfare 
had its own peculiarities. In the highlands both the 
French and the Vietminh fought for the loyalty of the 
native tribes. In the case of the Meo Tribe in Laos, for 
instance, it came down to competition over the pur- 
chase of that year's opium poppy crop. One French 
noncommissioned officer had welded young men of 
the Sedang tribe into a fighting unit, but he had to be 
careful to respect their customs and taboos. If the Se- 
dang column heard a stag cry on the right, the ser- 
geant reported, he had to order a retreat or his sol- 
diers would desert him. The belling stag was a 
Sedang omen of exceedingly bad luck. 

The French did their best to adapt to the peculiar- 
ities of this warfare. One soldier, recalling “when the 
war was amusing” in 1948, told of a commando unit 
made up entirely of Frenchmen. “They were lions!” 
he said. “Nothing they couldn't do. Their specialty 
was to attack naked, but well greased all over, with 
their ammo slung round their bellies.” One night, he 
continued, the commanding officer “was reviewing a 
detail in combat order; he was in the raw, everybody 
was. He saw the chaplain in line, and was shocked. 
‘Father, not you!’ he said. ‘At least put your shirt on!’ ” 





The delta war 





Fighting was fiercest in the highlands, but the prizes 
of the war were the Red and Mekong river deltas. As 
in the jungle, two governments, one French and one 
Vietnamese, sought control of the people. But in the 
water-covered paddy lands, there was another prize, 
the rice crop. By controlling the deltas the French 
thought they could deprive the Vietminh of their ma- 
jor food source. Whenever the battle turned against 
them, the Vietminh would maintain a low profile in 
the deltas. But when the initiative again passed to the 
guerrillas they would resurface, collecting their taxes 
and propagandizing among the people. More than 
anywhere else, the people of the deltas were the wa- 
ter sustaining Giap's guerrilla “fishes.” 

A French colonel recalled an operation that Gen- 
eral René Cogny, then a division commander in Ton- 
kin, led against a “little bamboo village” where 
Vietminh troops were known to be. Two mobile bat- 
talions surprised and evacuated the village. Then 
they went over it with “a fine-toothed comb and 
found no one,” according to the colonel. Three days 
later a few guerrillas crawled out from beneath the 
bulldozed village esplanade. 
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The Vietminh militia fled in the face of superior 
force and the same colonel said, “We always had the 
feeling we were plunging a knife into water.” Some 
guerrillas actually “hid under water and breathed 
through bamboo,” he added. 

The large cities, Hanoi, Saigon, and Haiphong, 
were, with brief exceptions, firmly in the control of the 
French throughout the war. They gave the appear- 
ance of cities secure from the Vietminh guerrillas. But 
the French couldn't keep the Vietminh out of the ur- 
ban centers. “The Vietminh has secret cells in Hanoi 
and in every city we hold,” said a French officer. 
“There must be at least three thousand Viets here in 
Hanoi.” He threw up his hands. “Nobody knows who 
the Vietminh chief is. He may be the little clerk there, so 
intent on his papers, or he may be the servant at home 
now with my wife and children.” He shrugged. “Who 
knows? This rebellion is like a plant that you cut and 
cut and it still comes back. You can't kill it. The only 
way would be to bring in half a million troops and go 
from village to village, sweeping the whole thing 
clean.” Twenty years later Americans found that even 
a half million troops were not enough. 

More than anywhere the war was fought in the 
mountains of Tonkin along the Chinese frontier and 
near the Laotian border, in Vietnam's most isolated 
regions. Ho Chi Minh and the Vietminh government 
found their refuge there. Before 1950 Giap's best 
troops received their training in the secrecy afforded 
by the limestone cliffs of Tonkin's mountains. It was in 
these mountains that all of the frustration, futility, and 
failure of the French strategy ultimately merged into 
catastrophe. 


The battle of Dong Khe 


France's war to retain its colonial grip would climax 
at a small mountain outpost in Tonkin. Chiseled into 
the high limestone cliffs between Lang Son and Cao 
Bang was a pathway barely the width of two GMC 
trucks; this was the RC 4, Route Coloniale 4. The key 
to the war in the mountains, thought the French mili- 
tary strategists, was control of this highway. RC 4 
provided locations for the construction of hedgehogs. 
The French believed that control of this, the only road 








French sentries at Dong Khe fortress Observation Post No. 2 
peer at the surrounding hills in 1950. From these hills seem- 
ingly invisible Vietminh troops launched their first major of- 
fensive of the war, reducing Dong Khe to a pile of rubble 
within days. 
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traversing the mountains along the Chinese frontier, 
would permit them to cut Vietminh supply routes and 
stop troop movements. Within a year after the begin- 
ning of the war, however, the Vietminh cut two foot- 
paths running parallel to RC 4 through the mountain- 
ous jungle. 

Although the hedgehogs of RC 4 controlled little 
more than the land within their boundaries, they be- 
came symbols of French control deep in guer- 
rilla-held territory. Defense and supply of the out- 
posts became their own ends, a measure of French 
ability. Every day convoys of French trucks passed 
along RC 4, resupplying the hedgehogs, and daily 
the Vietminh watched them pass. They were always 
there, but they could never be seen. Were there only 
ten of them? One hundred? Surely Giap could never 
mass a thousand troops there in secrecy. Would to- 
day's convoy pass without incident? Or would the 
Vietminh attack, ambush the convoy, and capture for 
themselves the supplies intended for the French? The 
French never knew. As one foreign legionnaire said, 
“The Route Coloniale No. 4 is a road a man travels 
only once alive.” 


The civilian dress worn by many Vietminh supporters made 
the French suspicious of all Vietnamese, inspiring propa- 
ganda such as this 1947 caricature of the “smiling Vietnam- 
ese,“ who hides a gun behind the “skirt” of traditional 
mandarin robes. The exaggerated “slanted eyes” and wispy 
Ho Chi Minh beard complete the stereotyped image of shifti- 
ness and connivance. 
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In early 1950, soon after the Chinese Communists 
had gained control of their side of the frontier, the 
guerrilla fighting along RC 4 became full-scale war. 
Where before the Vietminh had ambushed convoys 
on RC 4, now they blocked the road with full regi- 
ments dug into the hillsides. French infantrymen 
scoured the hills in advance of each convoy to seek 
out the Vietminh. But the guerrillas were as invisible 
in the mountains as they were in the deltas. As Giap's 
ambushes ground down the defenders of the key 
French posts of Cao Bang, Dong Khe, and Lang Son, 
his army pulled into place during the dry season of 
1950. The French command did little. 

Thick cumulus clouds hung over the peaks around 
Dong Khe, and heavy rains fell into the dense green 
forest that surrounded the distant French stronghold 
at the end of May 1950. The monsoon rains had 
struck, and with them came the Vietminh. One heavy 
and four light battalions, the first to be trained in 
China, appeared noiselessly on the limestone crags. 

With precision and ease, their mortars and how- 
itzers pounded the French post. Desperate radio calls 
for air support went out. But nothing could fly in the 
monsoon storms. In Hanoi, French pilots played 
cards or drank in bars, eyeing the sky nervously. 

Exactly forty-eight hours atter the shelling had be- 
gun, Vietminh infontry poured over the battered con- 
crete walls of the French citadel. At 3:00 a.m. on May 
28, 1950, all resistamce ended. 

After the battle of Dong Khe the fighting would 
continue for another four years. To France it was still 
a war to maintain its influence in Indochina; it was no 
longer private, but an international war whose reper- 
cussions were already being felt on the battlefield. 
The Vietminh forces at Dong Khe, trained in China, 
were modeled after Mao's Chinese People’s Army. 


The end of “neutrality” 





Within days after Dong Khe fell, in June 1950, several 
American transport planes, DC-3 Dakotas, arrived at 
Tan Son Nhut airfield. The Dakotas represented the 


first tangible evidence of what had been a gradual 


shift in American policy. The previous neutrality, 
which in truth gave the French a free hand, evolved 
into an alliance with France in a common struggle 
against Chinese, and hence Soviet, expansion. 

The shift from neutrality to open support of the 
French was gradual, reflecting a tug of war between 
the two American policies of anticolonialism and 








anticommunism. When war erupted between the 
French and Vietminh in December 1946, the U.S. 
State Department informed the French government 
that its general willingness to sell arms would be de- 
nied "in cases which appear to relate to Indochina.” 
One month later the U.S. ambassador in Paris in- 
formed the French premier that “colonial empires ... 
are rapidly becoming [a] thing of [the] past.” But the 
ambassador also explained that the U.S. was aware 
that “Ho Chi Minh has direct Communist con- 
nections.” In the end, the ambassador admitted, 
“Frankly we have no solution of [the] problem to sug- 
gest.” The United States would let France handle the 
war its own way. 

There was one troubling aspect to the American 
analysis: The State Department had no evidence of 
Ho's "direct Communist connections.” In July 1948 the 
department concluded that it “has no evidence of di- 
rect link between Ho and Moscow but assumes it ex- 
ists.” In the fall of 1948, in a wide-ranging review of 
Communist activities in Southeast Asia, the State De- 


partment Office of Intelligence Research stated, “To 
date the Vietnam press and radio have not adopted 
an anti-American position. It is rather the French co- 
lonial press that has been strongly anti-American ... 
to the point of approximating the official Moscow po- 
sition.” The report concluded, “If there is a Mos- 
cow-directed conspiracy in Southeast Asia, In- 
dochina is an anomaly so far.” 

Even so, the State Department was well aware | 
that, under the name of Nguyen Ai Quoc, Ho Chi | 
Minh had labored for the Communist International, 
the Comintern, during the 1920s and 1930s. Finding 
no direct evidence that Ho was still operating under 
Moscow's orders or supervision in Vietnam after 
World War II, the department simply asserted that 


Bogging Down: Road-bound French troops wrestle a truck 
up the muddy slope of Route Coloniale 4 on the Chinese bor- 
der. Vietminh troops choked off the outposts along RC 4 by 
ambushing the truck caravans used by the French to supply 
their isolated “hedgehogs.” 

















such a link must exist. In the immediate postwar 
years, before Tito had established a Yugoslavia inde- 
pendent of the Soviet Union and long before Mao 
broke with Moscow, it seemed inconceivable that a 
Communist could be a dedicated nationalist. In other 
words, American policy makers assumed that Ho 
would always place the interests of the international 
Communist movement above the interests of Vietnam. 

With the great advantage of hindsight, later policy 
makers and students of the Vietnam conflict have 
wondered if there were no direct links between Ho 
and Moscow whether it would have been possible for 
an independent Vietnam under Ho's leadership to 
have developed into an "Asian Yugoslavia.” Might 
Ho have established a neutral state opposed to Chi- 
nese and Russian domination? 

If answers to these questions existed they were 
buried with Ho in 1969. But for American policy 
makers to have even considered this possibility in the 
1940s would have required a vision of the role of 
emerging nations—the Third World—which seemed to 
elude Americans at least until the 1960s. To the domi- 
nant figures in the State Department, Southeast Asia 
was considered to be little more than an appendage 
of Europe. U.S. policy toward Southeast Asia was 


A fast paint job is 
applied toa 
U.S.-supplied Fair- 
child C-119 trans- 
port plane at Hai- 
phong air base, 
transforming the 
white star of the U.S. 
Air Force into the 
French Tricolor. 


thus to be determined by the colonial powers. France 
was of much graver concern to the United States in 
the late 1940s than was Vietnam, so American policy 
in Indochina was subordinated to American policy 
toward France. 





France's postwar problems 








No country in post-World War II Europe seemed as 
important to the United States as France, and no 
country seemed to be beset with so many problems. 
Not only had France's economic life been completely 
disrupted, even destroyed, by the Nazi occupation; 
France was also suffering from deeply troublesome 
political instability. The Communist party had 
emerged from the war as France's strongest party, 
gaining over 25 percent of the popular vote. With the 
party's popular support it was impossible to form a 
French government without Communist participation. 

At the other end of the political spectrum stood the 
august figure of Charles de Gaulle. De Gaulle and 
his supporters, contemptuous of the strong parlia- 
mentory government, called for a strong presidential 
system. Not achieving that, he retired from politics, 
but his supporters formed a large party on the 
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right. The Gaullists were always animated by an 
anti-American impulse; they considered America's 
influence in Europe a threat to French power. The 


Communists, of course, became increasingly 
anti-American as the Cold War took shape. Thus, as 
the United States formed its postwar policy toward 
France, it had to tread carefully to avoid nourishing 
these anti-American sentiments. Any attempt by the 
United States to influence French policy toward Viet- 
nam would immediately be attacked by both the 
Gaullists and Communists—with some justification— 
as interference in French politics. 

This policy dilemma became more critical as the 
Cold War heightened in 1948 and 1949. The fall of 
Czechoslovakia to Soviet domination, the Berlin 
blockade, and the Soviet Union's ending of the United 
States' atomic monopoly all made the situation in Eu- 
rope even more critical. The Marshall Plan and the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) were the 


Ho sits in his moun- 
tain headquarters 
in 1951. Fearing 
capture by the 
French, he spent the 
war years in hiding, 
where he shunned 
contact with western 
journalists and 
deepened his mys- 
tique as a revolu- 
tionary. 


economic and military responses of the United States 
intended to create a strong alliance between Amer- 
ica and Europe. Germany still lay divided, devas- 
tated, and disarmed—by agreement of all four oc- 
cupying powers. More than ever the U.S. looked to 
France as the defensive bulwark of Europe. This de- 
manded a continuation of America’s Indochina policy 
of neutrality, neutrality “tilted” toward France. 

All vestiges of the anticolonial policy of the United 
States were, however, not lost. The American govern- 
ment continued to press the French to institute re- 
forms in Vietnam and to prepare the way for a na- 
tional movement leading to eventual independence. 
In January 1949 the American ambassador told the 
French government that the State Department “is de- 
sirous of the French coming to terms with... any truly 
nationalist group which has a reasonable chance of 
winning over the preponderance of the Vietnamese” 
from the Vietminh. 
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Vice President Rich- 
ard Nixon meets a 
Vietnamese nation- 
alist soldier near 
Dong Giao during 

| his trip to Asia in 
late 1953. Nixon told 
the Vietnamese that 
while tne U.S. sup- 
ported their wish for 
self-rule, they must 
continue to cooper- 
ate with the French, 
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The "Bao Dai solution” 





American pressure on the French government did not 
go unheeded. On March 8, 1949, Emperor Bao Dai 
signed an agreement with the president of the French 
Republic recognizing Vietnam's independence 
“within the French Union,” giving birth to the new 
State of Vietnam. The Elysée Agreement, as this pact 
was known, was later confirmed in the Franco- 
Vietnamese treaty of December 30, 1949, granting 
Vietnam the status of an independent nation. 

The French signed preliminary agreements with 
Bao Dai in December 1947 and mid-1948 in which 
France finally recognized Vietnam's “right to unity 
and independence,” the first time the word inde- 
pendence had been used. But there were no refer- 
ences to an independent Vietnamese army or foreign 
policy, as Ho had consistently demanded. 

The Elysée Agreement consummated these nego- 
tiations. Bao Dai received the right to raise am inde- 
pendent army but could enjoy full diplomatic rela- 
tions only with Nationalist China, Thailand, and the 
Vatican. The French retained special privileges for 
their citizens and army in Vietnam. Bao Dai thought 
he had done well, but would the Vietnamese accept 
this new independence and support him? 
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The answer was forthcoming at elections held in 
Cochin China in April 1949 to decide whether the 
southern colony would join with Annam and Tonkin 
to form a unified Vietnam. Calling the Bao Dai gov- 
ernment a sham, the Vietminh called for a boycott of 
the election. The people of Cochin China followed the 
Vietminh. Of the 3 million qualified voters in Cochin 
China, only 1,700 voted. 

These 1,700 Cochin Chinese voted overwhelmingly 
to join in the new State of Vietnam. When Bao Dai re- 
turned to Vietnam in June, however, the mood, ac- 
cording to French journalist Lucien Bodard, was far 
from festive: 


There were many flags fluttering colorfully in the breeze; 
there were policemen and there were bowing civil 
servants. From the people, there came not a living soul. 


The stillbirth of the State of Vietnam was nowhere 
more evident than in the documents signed by 
French and Vietnamese officials. Whereas the docu- 
ment granting Burma independence from England in 
1948 had run four legal-sized pages in length, the 
Franco-Vietnamese agreement was a 258-page vol- 
ume filled with restrictions and responsibilities limit- 
ing Vietnam's independence. 
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America becomes involved 


Still, this independence was good enough for the U.S. 
State Department. By late 1949, with the Chinese 
Communists poised on the frontier, American policy 
makers were looking for any justification to shift from 
a neutral pro-French position to one of active aid. 

On February 7, 1950, the United States government 
recognized the State of Vietnam, a recognition that 
Ho Chi Minh had begged for nearly five years ear- 
lier. Now there were two Vietnams: Bao Dai's State of 
Vietnam and Ho Chi Minh's Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam (DRV). Few expected both entities to survive 





- the Indochina War. 


On February 27, 1950, the National Security Coun- 
cil (NSC) met in Washington for its first session ex- 
clusively devoted to Indochina. The report adopted 


_ by the council and President Harry S Truman estab- 


lished as official a new analysis of the situation in 
Vietnam and formulated the basis of a new policy: “It 
is recognized that the threat of Communist aggres- 


. sion against Indochina is only one phase of antici- 


pated Communist plans to seize all of Southeast 





Asia.” The report instructed the Departments of State 
and Defense to “prepare as a matter of priority a 
program of all practicable measures designed to 
protect United States security interests in Indochina.” 

The recognition of Bao Dai's government gave the 
United States a conduit through which it could funnel 
military and economic assistance without accusations 
that it was aiding European colonialism. The first re- 
sult was the arrival of the DC-3 Dakotas in June 1950. 
But these aircraft, the symbol of a heightened U.S. 
commitment to the French cause, quickly became a 
cause of Franco-American jealousies. As soon as the 
Dakotas landed, French maintenance men appeared 
on the runway with small pots of paint. The white star 
of the U.S. Air Force was quickly replaced with the 
red, white, and blue rings of the French Tricolor. 

In March 1950 General Marcel Carpentier, then 
commander in chief of French forces, came to the 
United States to work out an agreement for military 
assistance. Before leaving America, he told the New 
York Times that he would “never agree to equipment 
being given directly to the Vietnamese.” He threat- 
ened to “resign within twenty-four hours” if the 
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Giap reviews troops 
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People's Army. 
Giap skillfully 
adapted Mao 
Tse-tung's Chinese 
model for a revolu- 
tionary army to the 
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United States insisted. The French were to continue to 
run the show. The United States relented, and on 
May 1, 1950, President Truman signed a bill author- 
izing $10 million in military assistance, all to be con- 
trolled by the French. 

The Americans—especially those in Vietnam— 
bristled under the restrictions. An economic assis- 
tance program was also developed, one which in 
theory, at least, permitted direct contact between 
Americans and the Vietnamese. But the French con- 
tinued to be suspicious. To them America’s anti- 
colonial rhetoric and insistence that Vietnam's inde- 
pendence be respected seemed to be little more than 
a screen behind which the Americans were trying to 
replace French influence in Vietnam with their own. 

Ultimately, the French position prevailed because 
they had to do the fighting. As the war dragged on, 
the French government came under increasing pres- 
sure from opposition parties and the public to nego- 
tiate a settlement. After the outbreak of war in Korea, 
however, American policy makers saw the war in In- 
dochina as the second front in the battle to contain 
Communist China, a view which they pressed on the 
French government. Ultimately, the war in Indochina 
became more important to the United States than to 
France, and so it was fought on France's terms, with 
increasing amounts of U.S. aid. 

Having come to the conclusion that winning the In- 
dochina War was crucial to containing China, Amer- 
ican policy makers worked to deter a Chinese in- 
vasion of Vietnam, that is, to avert a repetition of 
Korea. Contingency planning to aid the French with 
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the direct intervention of American troops was limited 
to countering such a Chinese invasion. This policy 
blinded American officials to the colonial character of 
the Indochina War even though it had been inter- 
nationalized by the Chinese and American in- 
volvements. The United States consistently under- 
estimated the strength and will of the Vietminh. 
American officials were certain that American aid 
would bring victory to France and the free world. 

Giap, however, reasoned otherwise. The victory of 
communism in China had provided France with 
America’s aid in its quest for victory, but Giap had 
already insured that the resources of China and the 
Soviet Union were at the disposal of the Vietminh. 
The result was another stalemate. 


U.S.S.R. cool toward Ho 


Until the victory of Mao Tse-tung in China, the atti- 
tude of the Soviet Union toward Ho Chi Minh was 
even cooler than that of the United States toward 
France. Stalin's advice to Ho, like his advice to Mao, 
was to hold back; the time was not yet ripe for com- 
munism in Asia. According to orthodox Marxist 
thought, liberation for colonized people (and semi- 
colonized people like the Chinese) would come only 
after the Western capitalist states had fallen to com- 
munism. Neither Mao nor Ho would listen. Stalin 
gave Ho no military support and refrained from rec- 
ognizing Ho's government. All that changed in De- 
cember 1949, 

Mao's victory certainly spurred the French to come to 
an agreement with Bao Dai and establish an independ- 
ent Vietnamese government to compete with Ho's. 
China would probably have recognized Ho's govern- 
ment in any case. But the agreement with Bao Dai and 
the American recognition of his government either 
forced China and the Soviet Union or enabled them 
more easily to take sides. In January 1950 the DRV 
gained its first international recognition from the 
People's Republic of China. The Soviet Union, fearing 
that China was trying to gain the upper hand in the 
Third World followed suit two weeks later. Within days, 
the DRV was recognized by the entire Soviet bloc. 

A few months after the Chinese recognition of the 
DRV, Vietnamese peasants built four roads from Chi- 
nese supply depots to the Vietnamese border. Over 
these roads modern equipment from the Soviet Union, 
Czechoslovakia, and China would be transported to 
the border, and from there Vietnamese peasants 
would carry it to Giap’s army. Much of the Vietminh's 
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equipment, however, was American made, captured 
from the French or bought on the open market. To 
standardize parts, the Chinese supplied Giap heavily 
with American equipment captured in Korea. 
Chinese aid to the Vietminh, however, never 
reached the level of U.S. assistance to the French. In 
1951 when the assistance became measurable, the 
United States was shipping a monthly average of 
7,200 tons of military equipment to the French, the 
Chinese only 10 to 20 tons per month to the Vietminh. 
_ By the end of 1953 the Chinese had increased their as- 
_ sistance to 500 to 600 tons per month, but U.S. aid to 
France had increased to 10,000 tons per month. Of 
- course, Vietminh military hardware tended to be 
lighter and less sophisticated than France's. The 
Vietminh, for example, had no air force. And Giap 
continued to depend upon captured French weapons. 


o 





Building a people's army 


$ 
| More important to the Vietminh than the Chinese mil- 
itary help was Chinese ideological assistance. Al- 
ready at the Battle of Dong Khe in May 1950 the 
| Vietminh had displayed the new strength gained by 
organizing their forces across the border in China. 
But Chinese Communists did more than train Viet- 
namese peasants in the art of warfare; they also 
trained them in the art of political revolution. After 
1950 the Vietminh front became more aggressively 
j Communist. “Unreliable elements” were purged. 
' Within a year Giap's regulars and irregulars þe- 
| came a “people's army” after Mao's model. By the 
‚ end of 1950 a Vietminh infaniry battalion had as 
| much firepower—submachine and heavy machine 
` guns, mortars, bazookas, and American-made re- 
| coilless guns—as a French Expeditionary Force bat- 
talion. And the weapons were equally modern. But 
| as General L. M. Chassin noted of the Chinese train- 
‚ing that turned illiterate peasants into fighting 
' machines: 


| In the day's work of the Red soldier, the Marxist political 

| lesson plays as important a part as the arms manual. 

| Taken in hand by intelligent leaders, the armed peasant 
rapidly becomes a fanatic, an apostle of the new religion. 





Organization of the civilian population was as important to 


Both peasant-soldiers and peasant civilians, serv- 


ing largely as porters, were Indoseinetsd ibi the Vietminh as Sita 1e army This Vietnamese woman 
| Git Teorisi Sdh asl f proudly displays the “hero of the resistance” medal she re- 
er RR ee en Wein Capa © ceived in 1953 for model service in the war effort. 


enormous discipline and of making enormous sacri- 
fices. The Vietminh “death volunteer” units whose 
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men strapped dynamite to their bodies and threw 
themselves against tanks or bunkers were a weapon 
that the French could never counter. 

Giap actually trained his men to do only a few 
things, but through numbing repetition they learned 
to do those few things well. A French prisoner once 
witnessed the Vietminh preparations for battle. The 
peasants built scale models of the French fortifica- 
tions out of sand, and the soldiers then practiced the 
attack repeatedly. “Each soldier rehearsed his job 
fifty times, maybe one hundred times,” the French 

| prisoner of war said. “C'est formidable. When they 
| attack, they move like machines.” 
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Responsibility for maintaining discipline came 
from the political cadres attached to each unit. They, 
not the military commanders, made the final deci- 
sions. This power was given to the political cadres to 
insure that the Vietminh army would never be any- 
thing but the military wing of the Vietminh front and 
eventually the Communist party. The political leaders 
insured that the single most important goal of the 
party was never forgotten: Support of the civilian 
population was the key ingredient to victory. 

This discipline was enforced whenever Vietminh 
troops came in contact with the civilian population. 
Any soldier accused of rape was handed over to the 
village authorities for punishment. Even the use of ter- 
ror fell under the rules of political discipline. The 
Vietminh, as well as the French, were nonetheless 
guilty of terrorist actions against the civilian popu- 
lation. But French terror was often the result of un- 
disciplined anger or frustrations and to the Vietnam- 
ese wholly unpredictable. 

Giap's terror followed careful rules. It was em- 
ployed only against those who violated the principles 
of the revolution. It was as vicious, if not more so, as 
that employed by the French. The peasants may 
have hated it, but they understood it and its lesson: If 
one follows the right path, one is immune from Viet- 
minh terror. The French were as likely to harm their 
allies as their enemies. 


From guerrilla war to people's war 





The Chinese Communist victory had shown Giap that 
Mao Tse-tung’s theory of revolutionary warfare could 
work. As the Vietminh’s leading military strategist, 
Giap was surely aware of Mao's analysis of guerrilla 
wartare long before 1950. But after 1950 it became 
the guiding strategy of the Vietnam People's Army 
(VPA). Mao's theory, adapted by Giap to Vietnamese 
conditions, called for victory in three stages. In the 
first stage, the revolutionaries would be on the defen- 
sive. Their only objective was to survive, to avoid a 
confrontation. Their tactics: hit, run, hide, but mostly 


_ hide. 


These tactics would eventually frustrate the enemy, 
who would then concentrate on consolidating the 
gains already made. This would lead directly to the 
second phase. As the enemy adopts a more defensive 
posture, the tide turns. The guerrillas become more 
daring and attack the enemy as they attempt to de- 
fend their position. But the attacks are more a harass- 








ing technique. The tactics are still hit-and-run. 
Pitched battle is avoided. 

The second phase is designed to further the de- 
moralization of the enemy and to increase the ranks 
of the guerrillas. When the revolutionaries finally 
gain numerical and military superiority they pass to 
the third stage—the general counteroffensive (GCO). 
With a frontal assault on the now demoralized enemy 
troops, the revolutionaries achieve final victory. 

After his victory at Dong Khe in early 1950, Giap 
thought that the Vietminh was ready to pass from the 
second phase to the GCO. A few preliminaries were 
still necessary, but fortified by Chinese training and 
weapons, the Vietminh were predicting that Ho 
would celebrate Tet in Hanoi. It was Giap's only 
great mistake of the war. 





The battle for Route Coloniale 4 __ 





The Vietminh victory at Dong Khe in May 1950 was 
merely a rehearsal for the most important battle of 
the war until Dien Bien Phu. A few days after the fall 
of Dong Khe, when the skies had cleared, French 
paras flew into the village ond within hours recap- 
tured it for France. During the height of the rainy sea- 


son, from July to September, the war in the mountains 
of Tonkin remained quiet. Quiet except for the Viet- 
minh lcud-speakers blaring into the French camps: 
“You are prisoners already! In a few weeks you will 
be in our power.” The French command did little. 

On September 18, 1950, as the last of the torrential 
rains beat the soft earth of Tonkin, the Vietminh again 
overran Dong Khe. The French garrison was swal- 
lowed up by the attack. No one escaped. No paras 
from Hanoi leaped to the rescue, no reinforcements 
fought up jungle paths. Still, French generals argued 
among themselves and did not believe in the guer- 
rillas’ strength. 

One by one the French evacuated the hedgehogs, 
their forts along RC 4. By October 10, the whole 
northeast frontier lay open to the Vietminh south to 
Lang Son, a provincial capital of one hundred thou- 
sand and a symbol of French power. If the Vietminh 
captured this fortified town, they would be in striking 
distance of Hanoi. Lang Son was abandoned in 
panic before the Vietminh had even drawn near, and 
the thirteen hundred tons of ammunition, food, equip- 
ment, and artillery left there were not blown up. 

The Paris-Presse wrote late in October that 
“Everybody, from our cabinet minister down to the 
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man in the street, realizes now that the massacre ... 
is the outcome of five years of neglect, hesitation, in- 
trigues, and balmy optimism.” Never had a French 
army been so demoralized. The tough North African 
troops deserted in panic. There was fear that Mao 
might throw Chinese troops into the battle—as he had 
done in Korea—and plans were made to evacuate 
women and children from Hanoi. French military 
planners feared that the Expeditionary Force would 
not be able to retreat to Haiphong and escape by the 
sea. It might be another Dunkirk, but without the final 
escape. Giap brought his regular troops to the perim- 
eter of the Tonkin Delta. He was ready to pass over 
to the general counteroffensive, and Hanoi was his 
target. 

The French government refused to give in. Instead 
on December 17, 1950, it underlined its commitment to 
the Expeditionary Force with the appointment of 
General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny as both high 
commissioner and commander in chief of French 
forces. De Lattre was a hero of World War II, a tough 
disciplinarian, France’s MacArthur. He knew how 
desperate the situation in Indochina was and might 
have been excused if he had refused the assignment, 
choosing to live out his career in greater comfort. But 
he accepted, because “it is my duty.” 

De Lattre's first task was to restore morale to the 
Expeditionary Force. He canceled the evacuation of 
women and children from Hanoi. “As long as the 
women and children are here,” he said, “the men 
won't dare to let go.” He brought his wife to Hanoi to 
live, where he spent most of his time, unlike many of 
his predecessors who preferred the more amiable 
environment of Saigon. 


The battle of Vinh Yen 


De Lattre had little time to work his miracle. On Janu- 
ary 13, 1951, Giap began the GCO. His force out- 
numbering the French three to one, Giap attempted 
to take the French fortitied city of Vinh Yen, the last 
major French stronghold northwest of Hanoi. If Giap 
were successful, Hanoi might well be in Vietminh 
hands by the Tet festival. 

In the first day of fighting the Vietminh completely 
surrounded Vinh Yen, cutting it off from all French 
forces. The next day de Lattre flew into the besieged 
outpost in his private two-seater plane. When his 
chief of staff pleaded that Vinh Yen was about to be 
overrun, de Lattre ordered, “Well, break through and 
get me out.” 
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The French counterattacked. On one flank a de- 
tachment of Muong soldiers—hill people from what 
they called the “Country of the Killing Water”— 
moved forward against Vietminh machine-gunfire. 
On the other flank turbaned Moroccans attacked, 
chanting, “There is no God but Allah.” By three 
o'clock in the afternoon the French had recaptured 
two hills overlooking Vinh Yen. The Vietminh at- 
tempted two more assaults, throwing human waves 
of infantrymen at the French for the first time. But de 
Lattre threw all available resources into battle, and 
Vinh Yen became the scene of the largest aerial 
bombardment of the war. By January 17 the guer- 
rillas were through. The Vietminh retreated. Vinh Yen 
claimed six thousand Vietminh dead and five hun- 
dred prisoners, while French casualties were re- 
ported as less than a tenth of the enemy's. The French 
had prevailed because of superior firepower, control 
of air, and—thanks to de Lattre—superb discipline. 

De Lattre had succeeded. Hanoi was sate, at least 
for the time being. But the victory came at a tre- 
mendous personal cost. His only son, Bernard, fell in 
May in the aftermath of the GCO. De Lattre himself 
was soon forced to return to France, complaining of 
ill health. One year later, in January 1952, “King 
John,” General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, died of 
cancer in a Paris nursing home. 





Stalemate again 


De Lattre's death was a double blow to France. 
Alone among France's leaders de Lattre had pos- 
sessed the prestige enabling him to negotiate a settle- 
ment with the Vietminh short of complete victory. On 
the battlefield, French forces were again commanded 
by a series of lackluster generals. 

Giap's forces again slipped away, wounded but 
surviving. Giap began a new offensive in the high- 
lands near the Laotian border. He openly confessed 
his error in prematurely beginning the GCO. In the 
future he would be much more cautious. He moved 
back to the second stage of resistance, harassing the 
French at every opportunity. During 1952 and 1953 
he captured a huge expanse of territory across the 


“border in Laos after fierce combat against French 


Union forces. With this improved tactical position he 
swept eastward, securing the position of the Vietminh 
in Vietnam's “central spine.” Then he headed back to 
the highlands. And somewhere, near the Laotian bor- 
der, not far from an unknown outpost named Dien 


Bien Phu, he waited patiently. 








Algeria- 
The 
Dirty War 
Continued 








Less than seven months after the fall of 
Dien Bien Phu a revolt began in the 
French colony of Algeria. This bloody and 
violent struggle would result in terrorism 
and torture, the death of thousands of 
Frenchmen and Algerians, the fall of 
France’s Fourth Republic, and eventually 
the independence of Algeria. It, too, was 
a part of France's Vietnam experience. 

“You came to fight us,” a Vietminh po- 
litical officer said, “and you are returning 
to your country bearing our mark and 
deep down the mark of our revolution.” 
This statement could have been directed 
at any of the Vietminh's antagonists, but it 
is particularly relevant to the North Afri- 
cans who fought side by side with the 
French against the Vietminh and later 
turned against them in their own struggle 
for independence in Algeria. This dra- 
matic turnabout was influenced and even 
inspired by the lessons the Algerians and 
their fellow North Africans—Tunisiams 
and Moroccans—learned in Indochina. 

“Dien Bien Phu,” Ferhat Abbas, the 
leader of the Algerian independence 
movement, said after the battle, “was not 
only a military victory. It was the affirma- 
tion of the Asiatic and Africon man 
against the European man.” The notion of 
the invincibility of the colonial power had 
been dispelled at last. The North Africans 
had seen with their own eyes the defeat of 
the French forces by a guerrilla army. 

North African perceptions had begun 
to change even before Dien Bien Phu. A 
French officer commanding a Moroccan 
division noticed a difference in attitudes 
as early as 1949: “They were already 
thinking about independence,” he said, 
“and then we sent them to fight in a coun- 
try which was already in the midst of the 
same problem.” The fact that the North 
Africans were fighting for France, the 
country from which “they themselves 
were trying to get away,” only intensified 
France's dilemma. 

The Vietminh cadres developed a sep- 
arate propaganda campaign to nourish 
the North African's budding nationalism. 
The man they chose to lead this effort, 
known only by his revolutionary alias, 
Maarouf, had ideal credentials for the 
task. Maarouf was not only a tribal 
leader from Morocco’s Atlas Mountains 
and a leader in the Moroccan Communist 
party, but also a decorated veteran of 
France's World War II North African 


army. His goal in Indochina was twofold: 
to spread antiwar feeling in the North Af- 
rican ranks and prepare these men to lib- 
erate their own countries. The propa- 
ganda lecdlets he distributed to Algerian, 
Moroccan, and Tunisian units called for 
North Africans to end their war against 
the Vietminh and join in the struggle 
against colonialism. 

The indoctrination of prisoners of war 
provided him with his greatest opportun- 
ity. He separated Algerians and other 
North Africems from French POWs and 
treated them in a special manner. They 
were counted not as prisoners but as po- 
tential freedom fighters. After com- 
plimenting them on their heroic struggle 
in Vietnam, Maarouf or Vietminh inter- 
rogators asked them, “And since you are 
such good soldiers why do you fight for 
the colonialists? Why don't you fight for 
yourselves and get yourself a country of 
your own?” To promote this idea Maarouf 
organized political and cultural con- 
sciousness-raising sessions and made 
sure his prisoners were well treated and 
released promptly. In response to anyone 
who questioned his methods, Maarouf re- 
plied, “They will form the cadres of our 
wars. ... You will see... .” 

Macrouf was right. After eight years of 
war in Indochina, France endured eight 
more in North Africa. The first war left its 
mark on France: The country was di- 
vided on the question of continued war- 
fare against colonial independence 
movements. In turn the French army was 
demoralized by its defeat and dissatisfied 
with the government's handling of the co- 
lonial problem. 

After Tunisia and Morocco were 
granted independence in 1956, the con- 
troversy over the preservation of the 
French Empire centered on Algeria, the 
colony with the largest and most deeply 
rooted French population. Here France 
found itself opposed by an enemy fortified 
rather than weakened by its Indochina 
effort, Hundreds of the men reeducated 
by Maarouf and the Vietminh joined the 
Algerian National Liberation Front. One 
of these former POWs, Slimane Hoffman, 
even became director of the Algerian 
Ministry of Defense. As Hoffman later 
recalled, it was in Vietnam that the “com- 
mitment between the colonial power and 
the colonized people was broken 
forever 


| 
| 














The French 
Foreign 
Legion 





A Czech legionnaire wears the wide- 
brimmed hat and full beard sported by 
many legion infantrymen (right). 


Cramped inside a French transport plane, 


| foreign legionnaires sing as they head for 
battle. 


Legio Patria Nostra—the legion is our 
country—was their motto. Fighting 
France’s overseas wars was their job. 
They were the soldiers of the French For- 
eign Legion, probably the best fighting 
group in the French Indochina War and 
surely the most colorful. The highly dis- 
ciplined professional mercenary army 
was composed chiefly of foreign volun- 
teers and led by French officers. The le- 
gion asked few questions of enlistees. 
Those with five years of good conduct 
qualified for French citizenship and a 
new identity. Many, like Gary Cooper in 
the movie Beau Geste, took refuge in the 
legion for romantic reasons. But for every 
languorous nobleman, jilted lover, or 
common criminal who wore the white 
kepi headdress and crimson epaulets, 
there were many professional soldiers 
who preferred fighting in the legion to 
serving in their own country's army. Vol- 
unteers from defeated forces and victims 
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of political persecution have expanded 
the legion's rolls after every major Eu- 
ropean conflict since the 1830s. 

Founded by King Louis Philippe in 
1831 to help control French colonial pos- 
sessions in Africa, the legion assembled 
men from fifty-seven countries, replaced 
their national identity with that of the le- 
gion, and endowed them with an almost 
mystical esprit de corps. The legion has 
fought innumerable battles on four conti- 
nents in its 150 years, including an heroic 
stand at Camerone, Mexico, on April 30, 
1863. There, to protect a bullion convoy, a 
detachment of sixty-three legionnaires 
held out against the attack of four thou- 
sand Mexican troops from dawn to dusk— 
until the last man had fallen. 

No French army unit was more deco- 
rated in World War I than was a legion 
mobile battalion. During World War II, 
after legion units escaped occupied 
France, a battalion seized fortified Narvik, 





Norway, while others fought with the Free 
French in North Africa and on the conti- 
nent. At war's end legion troops, among 
them many displaced persons (DPs) from 
central Europe and Germany, streamed 
through the Suez Canal to fight in 
Indochina. 

Their exploits in the war were legion, 
but their numbers were not—the legion 
seldom had more than twenty thousand 
troops in an army that grew to include 
several hundred thousand. One of its 
seven thousand German recruits 
deserted and became Ho Chi Minh's 
adopted son, Ho Chi Long. The legion's 
most valiant hour came at Dien Bien Phu 
where six legion regiments—one-third of 
the garrison—formed the core of the 
defense. 

The legionnaires at Dien Bien Phu 
strong point Eliane had run out of the 
army-issued condensed wine when it 
came time to celebrate the legion holiday, 


Camerone Day, on April 30. As the Viet- 
minh loudspeakers blared surrender or 
(as at Camerone) be massacred, they 
defiantly sang their marching tune, 
“Here's the Blood Sausage.” 

The last strong point to fall at Dien 
Bien Phu was isolated Isabelle, held by 
fifteen hundred legionnaires under the 
command of Colonel André Lalande. At 
1:15 am. on May 8, Colonel Lalande, 
rather than be crushed by the Vietminh 
whose troops outnumbered his ten to one, 
led a charge. Few legionnaires survived. 
At 1:50 am. Isabelle radioed Hanci, 
“Breakout failed. We must break commu- 
nications with you. We are going to blow 
up everything. Fini. Repeat. Fini.” Ob- 
servers noted that the legion, which lost 
11,710 men in the war, was never the 
same after Dien Bien Phu as the following 
story, recounted by the French writer Ber- 
nard Fall, demonstrates. 

Shortly after the climactic battle, two 





legionnaires—both Rumanian DPs—on a 
patrol along Route 18 dove to the ground 
when Vietminh troops fired on them. The 
younger man, twenty-one-year-old 
Eliahu Itzkovitz, rose quickly and called 
out, “Stanescu!” The burly veteran corpo- 
ral a few paces ahead of him, his uniform 
black with mud, turned, surprised and 
frightened to hear the name he had 
abandoned when he entered the legion. 
Eliahu remembered. He had been 
herded into a concentration camp for Ru- 
manian Jews with his father, mother, and 
three older brothers in World War II. Not 
yet ten, he saw his family die in Stan- 
escu's bloody barracks. A mere skeleton 
when the Russians captured the camp in 
1944, Eliahu swore vengeance. Commu- 
nist authorities allowed him to emigrate to 
Israel in 1952 after he had served five 
years for stabbing Stanescu's son. 
Drafted into the Israeli army in 1953, 
Eliahu's mission faded into memory until 





























he heard that Stanescu had escaped Ru- 
mania and joined the legion. Within 
months Eliahu had transferred into the Is- 
raeli navy, gone AWOL in Genoa, and 
enlisted in the legion in France. By early 
1954 he had joined the Third Legion In- 
fantry in Tonkin and was on patrol along 
Route 18. 

“You are Stanescu, aren't you?” asked 
Eliahu as both men picked themselves up. 

“Yes, but....” 

“Stanescu,” Eliahu said evenly, "Im 
one of the Jews from Chisinau,” and let 
loose with his MAT-49 submachine gun. 
A legionnaire did not leave fallen com- 
rades behind, and as Eliahu dragged the 
body back to the road, a comrade com- 
miserated, “Tough luck. He was a Ruma- 
nian just like you, wasn't he?” 

“Yes, just like me.” 

The hunt was over. Honorably dis- 
charged in 1958, Eliahu returned to Israel 
where a military court, made aware of 
the circumstances, sentenced him to only 
one year’s imprisonment for having gone 
AWOL. 

The legion, like the French Empire it 
was intended to protect, crumbled slowly. 
In 1961 a regiment was disbanded in dis- 
grace atter it joined the anti-de Gaulle 
coup attempt by French colonists in Al- 
geria. The following year the remnants of 
the once mighty French Foreign Legion— 
one armored, one parachute, and three 
infantry regiments—moved from Algeria 
to their present base near Marseilles. 


A Moroccan legionnaire, wearing his na- 
tive turban, serves in a mule artillery unit 
(above, left). For French colonial subjects, 
like this Moroccan, service in the legion 
was a quick route to French citizenship. 


A Senegalese legionnaire in naval cap 
bears the scars made for religious reasons 
in his African homeland (above, right). 


Foreign legionnaires in Indochina prepare 
their own blood sausages, the inspiration 
for their hauntingly slow march song: 
“Here's the blood sausage, the blood sau- 
sage, the blood sausage; For the Alsatians, 
the Swiss, and the Lorrainers; There's none 
left for the Belgians ‘cause they're shirk- 
ers” (left). 


In the gloomy interior of a U.S.-s 
Dakota, exh ted legionnaire 

just finished one operation are en route to 
another. 





Dien Bien Pan ana Geneva, 


- When it was all over, the French War in In- 
dochina, the loss of France's North African colo- 
nies; when the French had in desperation 
begged de Gaulle to retum to power in 1958 and 
approved his constitution for the Fifth Republic; 
when the Fourth Republic was gone forever, like 
the first, and the second, and the third, a French 
historian would write: 

- The Fourth Republic was born with the war in Indochina. It 
died with the war in Algeria. Amongst all the errors of the 


` Republic, the most fatal was its failure to establish new 
relationships with the overseas territories. 


With its strong opposition parties the Fourth Re- 
public had little margin for error. The Commu- 
nists on the left and the Gaullists on the right 
gnawed at the slender majority of the center. The 
three parties that formed the centrist coalition— 
the Socialists, the Christian Democrats (the Popu- 
lar Republican Movement), and the tiny Radical 
party in the middle—were forced to find agree- 
ment on the issues that separated them or face 











the destruction of the republic. Major controversies 
that could not be settled by compromise were re- 
solved by reshutfling the cabinet. In the nine years 
from 1945 to 1954 France witnessed a procession of 
seventeen different governments, the most stable last- 
ing only thirteen months. 

On the surface the governing parties were as di- 
vided on the war in Indochina as they were on any 
question. The Socialists preferred a negotiated settle- 
ment to the war; the Christian Democrats thought mil- 
itary force was the only way to preserve France's in- 
fluence in Asia. But the war was one question the 
parties were not going to allow to divide them. In the 
end, it was always the Socialists who compromised, 
supporting the war to avoid antagonizing the Chris- 
tian Democrats. 

As early as 1947 the Socialist minister of overseas 
territories (formerly, the minister of colonies), Marius 
Moutet, replaced the stubborn Thierry d'Argenlieu 
with the more flexible Emile Bollaert as high commis- 
| sioner to Indochina. Peace feelers had been sent out 
by Ho in April 1947. Bollaert responded with pre- 
conditions for negotiations that were heavily in- 
fluenced by the Christian Democrat minister of war, 
Paul Coste-Floret. These conditions called for the vir- 
tual surrender of the Vietminh troops; they were 

asked to give their weapons to the French. Ho re- 
| sponded to the offer with a bit of French-style gal- 
lantry: “There is no place for cowards in the French 
Union. I should be one if I accepted these conditions.” 
When told that Ho would reject the French condi- 
tions, a general responded, “I hope so.” Moutet was 
too weak, personally and politically, to quiet the 
Christian Democrats’ war fever. 





Hope for negotiated 
settlement ends 





With this intransigence the final hopes for a quickly 
negotiated settlement passed. The Christian Demo- 
crats were simply unwilling to negotiate with “that 
bandit,” Ho Chi Minh. Instead they offered the “Bao 
Dai solution,” the creation of an emperor-led govern- 

ment to compete with Ho's for the loyalty of the Viet- 





Preceding page. A wounded foreign legionnaire, Lieutenant 
Xavier Massénat, rests at the entrance of a crude medical 
bunker in mid-March 1954, before being evacuated. He was 
fortunate. After March 31 no one got out. 
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namese. By 1949, as the war reached its first stale- 
mate prior to the victory of the Communist army in 
China, the French were ready to impose the Bao Dai 
solution. 

From its beginning the Socialists attacked the pol- 
icy, arguing that only Ho possessed sufficient popu- 
larity and strength to represent the Vietnamese 
people. Yet, to break with the Christian Democrats 
over the war was unacceptable. It would bring politi- 
cal chaos to France, perhaps providing the Commu- 
nists with an opportunity to gain power. In the end, 
the Socialists suffered the war. 

Mao's victory in China in late 1949 provided the 
Socialists with the means of resolving their dilemma. 
They could now argue that the war was no longer a 
colonial venture, but part of France’s international 
commitment to contain communism. 

In October 1950, the French National Assembly be- 
gan a protracted debate on the Indochina War in the 
aftermath of the disastrous retreat from Route Coloni- 
ale 4. The positions of the parties were predictable. 
The Gaullists urged the government to continue the 
fight, alone, for France’s glory. The Communists 
called for negotiations with Ho Chi Minh. The Social- 
ists unveiled their new policy: They urged that the 
United Nations be brought into the conflict, as it had 
in Korea, thereby internationalizing the war. The 
Christian Democrats defended their Bao Dai solution. 

But it was the leader of the small Radical-Socialist 
party, Pierre Mendés-France, who offered the most 
realistic appraisal. He said that France had two 
choices: a military solution or negotiation. If the 
choice was a military solution, Mendes-France 
warned, “We will require three times as many troops 
and three times as much money, and we will need 
them quickly.” The Radical leader pointed out that 
such a choice would jeopardize France's economic 
recovery from World War II, weaken the country's 
ability to maintain its colonies in North Africa, and 
deprive France of the strength to determine the future 
of Germany, still divided between East and West. If 
this alternative were unacceptable, then France 
could only negotiate. Few members of the govern- 


ment paid much attention to the leader of this small 


party. The Christian Democratic premier, René 
Pleven, had the last word: “When French forces are 
involved, it is not a question of reason, but of national 
interest.” At France's great peril, Pleven was ignor- 
ing Machiavelli's stern warning that “national inter- 
est” can only be determined by reason, not by emo- 
tion or patriotism. 











The dirty war 


The frustrations felt by Mendés-France were echoed 
by the French public. The people were quickly com- 
ing to the conclusion that a military solution was im- 
possible. Led by the Communist party, thousands of 
Frenchmen turned against the war. The brutality of 
the war—particularly the use of napalm—became a 
rallying cry. In the face of domestic and international 
criticism the French eventually restricted the use of 
napalm. 

The soldiers who served in Indochina became tar- 
gets of France’s frustrations. Even the colonists, the 
very people whose privileges the soldiers were at- 
tempting to preserve, treated them as outcasts among 
Saigon’s fashionable population. One soldier com- 
plained, “French civilians spat in our face. In Saigon, 
a beautiful city, we spent the pay that we didn't have 
to send home .... One Sunday we were three ser- 
geants sitting and the café was full A party of 
well-dressed French civilians arrived and we were 
thrown out. We were grabbed by the waiter.” 

Much of the French population adopted the Com- 
munist slogan: The war in Indochina was France's 
“dirty war.” It has marked the men who fought there 
to this very day, as was to happen later to American 
veterans of the second Vietnam War. 





French "Vietnamization” 





The Bao Dai solution and France's increasing war 
weariness joined together in 1951 to produce a new 
policy. The French gave it no name, but fifteen years 
later Richard Nixon would call the American version 
of the same policy “Vietnamization.” The policy, to 
create an independent army for the State of Vietnam, 


was made in the aftermath of the French debacle on | 


RC 4. On October 22, 1950, French and Vietnamese 
officials agreed to place a Vietnamese army of one 
hundred and fifteen thousand men in 
the field by the end of 1951. The army was to be 
equipped and paid for with American aid. 

To French politicians the construction of a Viet- 
namese army held out the promise that eventually 
French troops might be slowly withdrawn from the 
war, making it less unpopular at home. But when de 
Lattre assumed command he saw it serving a second 


purpose. De Lattre felt that the chief weakness in the | 


French Expeditionary Force was its lack of mobility. 
This was due in part to the strategy adopted by 
French commanders, but was also a necessity if the 





Napalm claims the life of a Vietnamese. France's use of the 
incendiary in Vietnam outraged the French public, as it 
would Americans fifteen years later. 
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French forces were to maintain the security of paci- 
| fied territory. Over one-half of the French forces were 
assigned static defensive positions (exactly as Mao 
had forecast in a guerrilla war's second phase). 
| France's ability to seek out the enemy was thus se- 
verely limited. De Lattre hoped that the new Vietnam- 
ese army would be able to handle these defensive 
chores, while his men increased their mobility for 
more aggressive warfare against Giap's forces. 
| The hopes of both de Lattre and French political 
leaders were dashed by the indifference of the Viet- 
namese. By the end of 1951, the Vietnamese National 
Army had reached at most a total of thirty-eight thou- 
sand men, rather than the planned one hundred and 
fifteen thousand. On the eve of the battle of Dien Bien 
Phu, Vietnamese National forces numbered one hun- 
dred and fifty thousand men, but of these, ninety 
thousand had merely been transferred from previous 
positions in the French Union forces. The net increase 
was only sixty thousand men. This force of one hun- 
dred and fifty thousand was commanded by ten thou- 
sand officers, but only twenty-six hundred of them 
| were Vietnamese. To fill the holes the French were 
forced to employ French officers, thus diminishing the 
sense of independence and nationalism within the 
army. 

The indifference of the Vietnamese to their own 
army was attacked by de Lattre in a speech deliv- 
ered at a Vietnamese graduation ceremony in 1951. 
To a group of middle-class Vietnamese who pre- 
ferred to see which side would win before committing 
thernselves, de Lattre issued a challenge: 


Behave like men. If you are Communists, go and join the 
Vietminh. There are people there who fight well for a bad 
cause. ... But if you are patriots, fight for your country, be- 
cause this war is your war. 


Indifference was not the only problem to beset the 
| Vietnamese National Army. The French continued to 
recruit Vietnamese for their own forces, in direct com- 
petition with the new army they were attempting to 
create. In addition, French administrators siphoned 
off much of the American aid intended for the Viet- 
namese army, further diminishing its effectiveness. 

In fact, the Vietnamese National Army, like the 
| State of Vietnam, was little more than a creature of 
' the French. lts greatest contribution was to the future 

South Vietnam. The future South Vietnamese leaders 

Nguyen Cao Ky and Nguyen Van Thieu were both 
| among the few young Vietnamese officers in the Viet- 
| namese National Army. 





60 


For young officers like Thieu and Ky there was no 
turning back; there could be no reconciliation with 
the Vietminh regime. Others, too, staked their future 
with Bao Dai, but few did so out of any fondness for 
his regime or because they had a shared vision of 
Vietnam's future. Rather they were joined in their 
common hatred of the Vietminh and the knowledge 
that they would have no future in a Communist Viet- 
nam. The State of Vietnam became a “coalition of 
convenience” rather than a social organism ani- 
mated by shared values and beliefs. 


The coalition of convenience 








The largest component in the coalition of convenience 
consisted of the religious sects in the South, the Cao 
Dai and the Hoa Hao, and the Binh Xuyen bandits. 
All three began as uneasy allies of the Vietminh but 
later broke with the front over the heavy-handed tac- 
tics of the Vietminh leader in Saigon, Tran Van Giau. 
The sects were deeply independent and resisted all 
Vietminh efforts to “discipline” them. The Cao Dai 
signed a formal military alliance with the French on 
January 8, 1947, after a Vietminh attack on the Cao 
Dai holy seat in Tay Ninh. The Hoa Hao followed four 
months later after their leader, Huynh Phu So, was 
assassinated by Vietminh soldiers. The Hoa Hao be- 
came particularly vicious anti-Vietminh fighters. 
Their tactics sometimes appalled the French: 


The Hoa Hao had the habit of tying Vietminh sympa- 
thizers together with ropes and of throwing them into the 
rivers to drown by packages. They called it ‘crab fishing.’ 
One could see those packages of bodies floating down the 
river like so many trains of junk, at the mercy of the cur- 
rents and tides. 


The French equipped and paid for private armies 
commanded by the sects. They hoped that these ar- 
mies would occupy pacified territories, thus freeing 
French forces for other duties. But the sects’ armies 
were highly unreliable. Leading members refused to 


_ cooperate with the former emperor. Nor were the 


sects pro-French. In March 1948, Hoa Hao troops 
murdered their French advisers. Both sects were 
more interested in expanding their own influence, 
maintaining their independence, and taking from the 
French what they could than in contributing to the 
new State of Vietnam. Only their anticommunism 
made them allies in the coalition of convenience. 








The Binh Xuyen, a sort of paramilitary mafia, was 
commanded by Le Van Vien, alias Bay Vien, a for- 
mer chauffeur in the French colonial forces. Like the 
Hoa Hao, the Binh Xuyen formed an early alliance 
with the Vietminh but parted ways after an assassi- 
nation attempt on Bay Vien's life. The Binh Xuyen, 
however, became strong supporters of the Bao Dai 
regime, and Bay Vien received many favors from 
Bao Dai in exchange for his support. According to the 
American journalist Robert Shaplen, Bay Vien, with 
Bao Dai's backing, became director of the Grande 
Monde, a famous gambling house in Cholon; his 
holdings also included the Nouveautes Catinat, Sai- 
gon's largest department store, twenty houses, almost 
a hundred shops, a fleet of river boats, and Asia's 
biggest brothel, known as "the Hall of Mirrors.” In re- 
turn Bao Dai skimmed a percentage of the sect's 
profits in the opium trade; the former emperor re- 
ceived as much as 40 million piasters (about $2 mil- 
lion at the time) as a payoff from Bay Vien. Bay Vien 
eventually became chief of Vietnam's police and se- 
curity services, a move which dumfounded Ameri- 
cans who did not understand how the Vietnamese Al 
Capone could become his country’s J. Edgar Hoover. 





General Henri Navarre, commander of the French Expedi- 
tionary Corps (right), and Major General René Cogny (be- 
hind), the architects of the Dien Bien Phu operation, inspect 
the place of battle. 








The Catholics change sides 


In the early stages Vietnam's Catholic minority was a 
source of support for Ho Chi Minh. But relations be- 
tween the Catholics and Ho slowly soured until Octo- 





ber 15, 1949, when the Vietminh mounted an armed | 


attack on the episcopal seat at Phat Diem. The Cath- 
olics soon swung to Bao Dai's side even though they 
hated the French colonial presence. Still, they turned 
their forces effectively against the Vietminh. One 
French officer said: 


These Catholics are swine, even worse than the other Viet- 
namese—there’s not a single trick they don't play on us. 
But with them, when the crunch comes, when the Viets at- 
tack, it’s not like with the others: you can rely on the Cath- 
olics absolutely then—it's the steadiness of a holy war. 


Other groups entered into the coalition of conven- 
ience as well. The new civil servants in the State of 
Vietnam knew that their government positions de- 
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pended upon the survival of Bao Dai's regime. Land- 
lords who fled their lands when guerrilla warfare 
erupted—only to see their property divided among 
the peasants by the Vietminh—knew that only with a 
defeat of the Vietminh could they recover their lands. 
But as Ngo Dinh Diem was to find out when he as- 
sumed power, the coalition of convenience was no 
basis for a modern state. The loyalties of the various 
components were to themselves, not to their govern- 
ment. Many Americans, critical of the inability of the 
French or Bao Dai to create a unified public spirit 
among the anti-Communists, wondered if there 
really was any State of Vietnam to save. In 1952, the 
head of the American economic assistance program 
to the State of Vietnam concluded, “The Bao Dai gov- 
ernment gives little promise of developing com- 
petence and winning the loyalty of the population 
and ... the attainment of American objectives is 
remote.” 





France's last general 





Soon after General Henri Navarre deplaned from his 
Constellation in Saigon on May 27, 1953, and took 
command of the stagnant French war effort, he said, 
“The Expeditionary Corps lacks aggressiveness and 
mobility. I am going to do my best to give it back 
these qualities.” Navarre was to be the last com- 
manding French general of the Expeditionary Corps 
before the Geneva peace talks and, like his prede- 
cessors, would have to learn the mysteries of jungle 


| warfare firsthand. By 1953 he recognized that mobil- 


ity was the key to victory and France’s greatest prob- 


| lem. His response was the Navarre plan, whose out- 


lines had been hammered out in March and April by 
high-level French and American defense planners in 
Washington. 

The first part of the plan posed no problem for the 
French: The Vietnamese army was to assume a 
larger role, with the United States assuming the fi- 
nancial burden. But the second aspect of the plan 
disturbed Paris politicians. The French Expeditionary 
Force was to be temporarily increased beyond its 
limit of one hundred and sixty-six thousand men, in- 


cluding Frenchmen, Africans, and legionnaires. The _ 


Vietnamese army of one hundred and fifty thousand 
men would assume responsibility for the static 
pacification effort, while French forces, with more 
American equipment, would accent mobility, literally 
trying to stalk Giap's VPA and engage it in pitched 
battle. 

The Vietnamese army, braced by de Lattre’s ear- 
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lier effort, finally began to grow as expected. Within 
two months, nine of the fourteen new French battal- 
ions requested by Navarre had arrived. But Na- 
varre's attempt to “catch” the VPA never succeeded. 

In both July and August 1953, Navarre seemed to 
have entire VPA divisions surrounded, but in each 
case Giap sacrificed small units to cover a retreat, 
while his regulars melted back into the jungle. Hav- 
ing failed to destroy the VPA regular forces, Navarre 
had to seek out Giap in his own lair—the mountains 
of Tonkin. Navarre chose to build a hedgehog for- 
tress at Dien Bien Phu as his base of operations. 

General Navarre decided to establish his airhead 
at Dien Bien Phu for three reasons. First, the Vietminh 
depended on the sale of $1 million worth of opium 
produced there for cash to buy military equipment 
and medical supplies. Second, the valley lay on the 
main route to Laos, which the Vietminh had attacked 
before and which the French were committed to pro- 
tect. But most important, Navarre believed that he 
would lure Giap's elite divisions from the delta into 
“meat-grinder” battles. French mobile infantry and 
armored battalions ranging around the huge valley 
would quickly dispose of them. The French air force 
would supply and support the ground effort as well 
as interdict Vietminh supply lines. Navarre doubted 
that Giap could raise more than two divisions and a 
few heavy guns. He described suggestions that Giap 
might raise four full divisions as “utopian.” 





The French strategy 


On November 20, 1953, the French began their 
209-day reoccupation of Dien Bien Phu after they 
had retaken the fort from a small detachment of 
Vietminh. Spearheaded by Lieutenant Colonel Pierre 
Langlais and his paratroopers, French mobile units 
began in early December to conduct the offensive 
sorties Navarre had envisioned. Giap, meanwhile, 
encircled the valley, easing two vanguard divisions 
into place. Not until the battle began some one hun- 
dred days later were the French to realize how com- 
pletely outmanned and outgunned they were. 

Soon, French patrols venturing outside the satety of 
the garrison were in grave danger. By March 12, 
they had lost 1,037 men on these sorties and had little 
to show for it. Dien Bien Phu had proven itself useless 
as a land-air base, and the French presence there 
had proven to be no obstacle to Vietminh entry into 
Laos. The European-oriented Navarre failed to see 
the futility of roadblocks against an enemy that rarely 





used roads. By late December, it became clear that 
Giap had begun to build up a huge siege force. The 
French began to dig in for good. 

It would have taken fifty 700-man infantry battal- 
ions to secure the fifty-mile perimeter of the valley. 
The French originally had only seven. They were 
deployed in eight strongholds in the valley, each 
given a woman's name (see maps, pp. 74-6). Giap 
had already forced the French to abandon their at- 
tempts to hold the hills even though orthodox military 


strategy dictated that securing the high points would 


have been essential to defense of the valley. 
But the French never had sufficient air transport 
capability to bring in the needed construction mate- 


rials. Instead the French stripped the area of trees, 


= «de 


providing themselves with two thousand tons of lum- 
ber, a poor substitute for cement. This defoliation pro- 
vided the Vietminh with an unobstructed view into the 
fort, and soon the VPA learned the times of French 
troop rotations and pinpointed the positions of the 
shiny French artillery. 

The French had come to trap Giap but by 


| mid-February they were the entrapped army. Still, 
| not knowing the full extent of the VPA's power, the 
1 French high command passed up the last chance to 





avoid debacle. In early February, Navarre decided 
against evacuating the 10,500 men garrisoned at 
Dien Bien Phu because he estimated that to cover the 


| retreat he would have had to send in and sacrifice 


eight reserve battalions. In late February, the deci- 
sion to begin negotiations in Geneva in late April 
was announced. Dien Bien Phu was rapidly becom- 
ing the decisive battle, one that would affect both the 
balance of forces and the impending negotiations. 

To command this ill-fated fortress, Navarre chose 
a dashing cavalry officer who wore a red cap and 
scarf and carried a riding crop. Colonel Christian 
Marie Ferdinand de la Croix de Castries was an 
aristocrat and world-class horseman. His ancestors 
had fought for France since the Crusades and in- 
cluded a general, Armand de Castries, who fought 
with Lafayette in the American Revolution. Equally 
important to the defense of Dien Bien Phu was the 
less dashing but more reliable Colonel Pierre Lan- 
glais, commander of the paratroopers. Facing the 
flower of French military leadership was the former 
history teacher, Vo Nguyen Giap. 





Giap's “new look” army 





The army that Giap threw into the battle was far dif- 
ferent from the one that had battled the French to a 
standstill for over eight years. Total Vietminh forces, 
which numbered a little more than one hundred and 
fifty thousand when Mao's troops appeared on the 
border in late 1949, had grown to almost three hun- 
dred and fifty thousand. More important, Giap's 
troops were no longer organized into small units. He 


In a secret hide- 
away in the Tonkin 
mountains, months 
before the Commu- 
nist attack was to be- 
gin, Commander Vo 
Nguyen Giap (far 
right) briefs Ho Chi 
Minh (center) and 
his chief lieutenants, 
Truong Chinh (sec- 
ond from right) and 
Pham Van Dong 
(second from left), 
on the battle 
Strategy. 
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had moved from battalions to regiments and finally to 
12,000-man divisions supplied with increasingly so- 
phisticated Russian and Chinese equipment, includ- 
ing antiaircraft power. 

Giap's greatest problem was to supply these large 
troop concentrations. The French estimated that each 
VPA division required fifty thousand peasant-porters 
to carry food and supplies. In the June 1953 offensive 
into Laos, two Vietminh divisions had been supported 
by ninety-five thousand porters. On the eve of Dien 
Bien Phu, Giap could still count on only six hundred 
operational vehicles, including Russian Molotov 
trucks and GM trucks captured by the Chinese in 
Korea. But Giap was still able to win the inglorious 
battle of supply with little modern equipment. He sup- 
plied his nearly fifty thousand men with a stream of 
peasant-porters carrying materials five hundred 
miles from the Chinese border. The French were 
unable to keep their troops supplied via air, three 
hundred miles from Hanoi. By March Giap had as- 





A Vietminh bicycle corps. Over a period of years Vietminh 
agents purchased French-made Peugeot bicycles in Hanoi 
shops and modified them to carry up to 440 pounds of sup- 
plies to the front lines. 





sembled 49,500 combat troops, supported by 31,500 
logistical personnel. At the same time Navarre had 
only 13,200 men, fewer than half of them front-line 
combatants. 

The French believed that the tiny force of seventy- 
five planes available to them could pinch off Vietminh 
supply and entrenchment. They were wrong. Impro- 
vised bombers—C-119 “Flying Boxcar” transport and 
Privateer antisubmarine patrol aircraft—as well as 
B-26s scattered napalm and shrapnel bombs over 
the entrenching Vietminh army with little effect. 
American World War II vintage Bearcat, Helldiver, 
and Hellcat fighter-bombers strafed and bombed 
VPA supply lines by day. But by night Vietnamese 
peasants would repair the damage and even tie to- 
gether tree tops to camouflage their burden. 

Most important for the battle was the Vietminh’s su- 
periority in artillery and heavy firepower, a jolting 
surprise to the French. While the guerrillas could 
count on 200 guns larger than 57 mM, the French had 
only 40 over 57 MM a week after the battle began. 
This superiority in artillery, coupled with their supe- 
rior location in the hills overlooking the valley, in- 
sured the Vietminh victory. 
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On March 11 the Vietminh completed their final 
preparations for battle. That evening the chief politi- 
cal commissar at Dien Bien Phu read the order of 
battle to the assembled troops, the final message from 
the commander in chief of the VPA, General Vo 
Nguyen Giap: 


Remember this historic battle. Determined to destroy the 
adversary, keep in mind the motto: ‘Always attack, always 
advance.’ Master fear and pain, overcome obstacles, unite 
your efforts, fight to the very end, annihilate the enemy at 
Dien Bien Phu, win a great victory! 


The Vietminh find the range 


March 12, 1954. At dawn the heavy fog of the Tonkin 
dry season hung over the valley of Dien Bien Phu. But 
by 9:30 the sun had burned it away. The fine day— 
clear, dry, and warm-—reflected the mood of the 
French troops dug in there: optimistic, determined, 
and ready. They had come to do a job they were sure 
they could do and wanted only to do it. They had 
waited since January for the Vietminh army massed 
outside their base to attack. So far the French had 
been beset more by rumors and alerts than by fight- 
ing. That morning, as the regular parachute drop be 
gan at 8:00 and a few incoming rounds landed harm 
lessly, a patrol discovered a half-mile trench 











French troops patrol 
across the Laotian 
border from Dien 
Bien Phu in Decem- 
ber 1953. The 
French thought their 
presence at Dien 
Bien Phu would de- 
ter further Vietminh 
incursion into Laos. 


reaching toward the French perimeter. More rumors. 

French Theater Commander René Cogny, a strik- 
ing six-foot-four-inch man who limped about with 
the aid of a cane as a result of Gestapo torture at Bu- 
chenwald, landed in his Dakota at about 10:00 a.m. 
He was the last in a series of notables to view the 
camp. Some had questioned the sufficiency of French 
preparations. But General Cogny did not find any 
serious deficiencies in the French defense and re- 
boarded his Dakota, waving what he thought would 
be a temporary good-bye to garrison commander 
Colonel Christian de Castries. Suddenly, 105 mm 
shells slammed into the airstrip. As everyone hit the 
ground, Cogny's pilot gunned his engines and 
headed back to Hanoi. One aircraft parked nearby 
burst into flames and another lost a wing. It was the 
first VPA attack on a taxiing plane. The Vietminh had 
found the range. 


The color photographs on these pages are as far as can be 
determined the only surviving color pictures of the lortress at 
Dien Bien Phu. Published here for the first time, the photo- 
graphs were taken by Jean Rondy, M.D., a medical officer at 
the camp. Dr. Rondy was wounded during the battle, taken 
prisoner by the Vietminh, and held four months until his 
release under the Geneva Agreement. He shipped his un 
developed film out of Dien Bien Phu with evacuated 


wounded soldiers 








At sunset the bugle 


| blows as the French 





flag is lowered at 
the Dien Bien Phu 
encampment of the 
Thirteenth Demi- 
Brigade of the 
French Foreign Le- 
gion, a unit that dis- 
tinguished itself at 
Narvik in Norway in 
World War II. 





66 








The siege begins 


The Vietminh attack on General Cogny's plane on 
March 12 was merely a calling card. Giap showed 
his true strength the following day. The weather had 
turned, and the monsoon rains had come early. It 
was a hazy, rainy day at Dien Bien Phu. Observers 
compared the scene to an oversized Boy Scout jam- 
boree. Orderly rows of tents flanked smokey cooking 
fires, and laundry lay neatly spread out on coils of 
barbed wire to dry. German, Arabic, and French 
voices mingled with Vietnamese and montagnard. 
Suddenly, at 5:00 p.m. the jamboree ended. In man- 
made lightning and thunder the Vietminh struck. 
Within a few hours the only fires seen burning were 
those of the fortress itself, and bodies of Vietminh as- 
sault troops were draped over the laundry on the 
barbed wire. 

The Vietminh attacked stronghold Beatrice first. A 
French sergeant, one of the stronghold's few survi- 
vors, remembered that every man in his unit was sur- 
prised at their firepower: “Shells rained down on us 
without stopping like a hailstorm on a fall evening. 
Bunker after bunker, trench after trench, collapsed 
burying under them men and weapons.” Meanwhile, 
the men stationed at stronghold Gabrielle witnessed 
perhaps the most ominous spectacle of the battle: 
Heavy antiaircraft fire erupted from previously un- 
detected batteries on hills along the airstrip axis, 





picking planes off the runway as they scurried to get 
airborne and turning the airspace into a turkey shoot. 

Within the first hours of the battle, the French had 
all but lost the three northern strongholds. Within 
forty-eight hours four battalions had been lost. Mon- 
tagnard units, familiar with the jungle, left en masse 
for the hills and freedom on March 17, leaving an- 
other stronghold defenseless. 

The French lost more than the three northern 
strongholds that day. They also lost the airstrip, all lo- 
cal air support, and any chance of being reliably 
supplied. The commander of French artillery, Colonel 
Charles Piroth, personally accepted the blame. On 
the evening of March 14, he made the rounds of pre- 
occupied officers, confessing his responsibility. At 
dawn on March 15, he lay down on his cot and with 
his teeth—he had lost his left arm in World War II- 
pulled the pin from a grenade that he held against 
his chest with his right arm. 

After the airstrip closed, the garrison had to de- 
pend on parachute drops for supplies and reinforce- 
ments. The flights became increasingly perilous for 
the paid volunteer American civilians in Fairchild 
C-119s and French air force pilots, mostly in C-47s. 
In order to improve accuracy and to avoid the mon- 
soon cloud cover, the pilots were forced to fly lower 
and lower—and slower and slower. The World War 
II veteran American pilots, whom French soldiers at | 
Dien Bien Phu said took more chances than their | 


Parachute drops of 
supplies and troops 
became the only 
source of reinforce- 
ment for the belea- 
guered French for- 
tress. For many 
volunteers in- 
experienced at air- 
borne battle, the 
first drop was their | 
last. | 








French counterparts, reported that the Vietminh 
threw worse flak over the valley than the Nazis had 
over their industrial cities a decade earlier. After the 
battle the remnants of 82,926 parachutes covered the 
battlefield, some said like a monstrous shroud. 





Operation Vulture: 
America on the brink 





While the battle was underway, on March 20 Gen- 
eral Paul Ely, French chief of staff, flew from Paris to 
Washington. As concern for Indochina had grown in 
the U.S., American aid had grown to represent 80 
percent of France’s war costs. Ely hoped for more, 
but his request was small: He wanted the U.S. to re- 
spond if the Chinese intervened with air power. On 
March 25 he was assured that the U.S. would re- 
spond immediately with American air power if the 
Chinese involved themselves. 


Already reduced to cold meals by February, the French 
could still count on aerial food drops like this one. One month 
later, deliveries were reduced to increasingly limited drops, 
and as the end drew near the French were virtually without 
food and water. 








As Ely prepared to return to Paris, Admiral Arthur 
W. Radford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
urged him to stay another day. Radford unveiled a 
new proposition conceived by joint American-French 
military staffs in Vietnam and named Operation Vul- 
ture. The plan called for American bombers to con- 
duct one or several raids around the perimeter of 
Dien Bien Phu, cutting Vietminh communications and 
artillery installations, to relieve the siege. Radford 
told Ely that he was only making an offer; Paris 
would have to approve, and then the U.S. govern- 
ment would consider the proposal. Radford led Ely to 
believe that he was speaking for President Eisen- 
hower, but Eisenhower had not yet made up his mind 
about the venture. 

The president's private attitude toward Operation 
Vulture was somewhat different than his public state- 
ments would suggest. He has generally been viewed 
as an opponent of this last ditch effort to use Ameri- 
can troops to extricate the French. On March 31 he 
told the American people that he “could conceive of 
no greater tragedy than for the United States to be- 
come involved in an all-out war in Indochina.” And 
yet in private he placed only one condition on ap- 
proval of Operation Vulture: He would authorize the 
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strike around Dien Bien Phu, but only with congres- 
sional approval. The year 1954 was an election year, 
and Ike wanted to avoid Truman’s action in Korea: a 
unilateral commitment of American forces by execu- 
tive decree. 

On April 3 Eisenhower called a meeting of eight 


congressional leaders—five Democrats, including 
Senate Minority Leader Lyndon Johnson, and three 
Republicans—to brief them on Operation Vulture. Ei- 
senhower wasn't present at the meeting, so Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles and Radford made the 
presentation. Dulles carried in his pocket a "sense of 
Congress resolution” authorizing the strike. It re- 
mained in his pocket. 

Radford briefed the congressmen on the plan. The 
French at Dien Bien Phu would be rescued from a 
strike by two hundred aircraft from the carriers Essex 
and Boxer stationed in the South China Sea. The Es- 
sex carried nuclear as well as conventional bombs, 
but Radford, many years later, stated that the use of 
atomic weapons was never discussed. He admitted, 
however, that their use was not excluded and might 
have been considered if a first strike had proven in- 
effective. 

The congressmen responded with some tough 
questions, many of which neither Dulles nor Radford 
could answer. Would land forces be used if the strike 
didn't relieve the siege? Would our allies support us? 
Did the other Joint Chiefs support the operation? To 
the last question Radford was forced to admit that 


only he among the Joint Chiefs supported the plan 





A North African gunner mans 
an American-built 155MM 
medium howitzer, the largest 
field piece available to the 
French in Asia. 


His strongest support came from Dulles and Vice | 
President Nixon. At the end of the meeting the eight | 


congressmen were in agreement: The U.S should not 
support France alone. Only if the strike were part of 
a multinational effort, either with U.N. approval or at 
least the support of an ad hoc group of allies, would 
they give their assent. 

On the next day, April 4, General Ely officially re- 
quested U.S. intervention on behalf of the French gov- 
ernment. Again Eisenhower did not veto the plan. In- 


| 
| 
| 
| 
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stead he authorized Dulles to begin discussions to | 


meet the conditions of Congress. Time was too short 
to go to the U.N., so Dulles began to line up allies. 
Convincing Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, and 
the Philippines to support the plan was not difficult. 
But in the interest of unity in the Western alliance, 
Eisenhower insisted that the plan have the active 
support of the French and the tacit approval, at least, 
of Britain. 

Dulles resorted to shuttle diplomacy. Both the 
French and British governments had come to oppose 
Operation Vulture, but in his trip to Paris and London 


Dulles was fortified with a strong warning from Eisen- | 


hower. At his press conference on April 7, the presi- 
dent had told the American people and the world: 


The loss of Indochina will cause the fall of Southeast Asia 
like a set of dominoes. 


But even this apocalyptic vision could not save Dul- 
les' mission. The French were opposed to the con- 
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Although these 155 
MM howitzers at 
Dien Bien Phu had 
a range of ten to 
twelve miles, they 
Proved no match for 
the superior position 
and number of 
Giap's artillery. 


gressional condition—a multinational coalition to stop 
communism in Indochina. While they had approved 
a unilateral strike by the U.S., they feared that a coa- 


| lition would soon take the basic decisions concerning 


the war out of their hands. France preferred to nego- 
tiate a settlement at the upcoming Geneva Confer- 
ence rather than risk losing control of the war. The 
British also refused to give even tacit approval to a 
strike around Dien Bien Phu for fear that it would 
sabotage the Geneva talks. Dulles returned home on 
April 14 empty-handed, and Operation Vulture was 


| shelved for the time being. 





| The noose tightens 





Meanwhile the situation at Dien Bien Phu worsened. 
In early April Giap adopted a new tactic. Instead of 
costly mass assaults he began to build a series of 


| trenches so that his troops could choke off the outer 


French strongholds one by one. Every night the 
Vietminh would move a little farther forward and dig 


| in. The French, by now short on ammunition, were 


forced to stand back and watch the construction of 
this deadly network, while they conserved their shells 
for the final attack. Eventually the defensive perime- 
ter of the French, originally about fifteen miles 
around, would shrink to the size of Yankee Stadium. 
All the while, Vietminh loud-speakers blared "sur- 
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render or die” endlessly in Vietnamese, French, Ara- 
bic, and German. 

Despite the deteriorating situation, the French gov- 
ernment expressed complete confidence in de Cas- 
tries. On April 16 he was promoted to brigadier gen- 
eral. But his newly won general's stars and 
congratulatory champagne became a symbol of 
French frustration. In the first attempt to parachute 
them into the camp, the stars and champagne fell into 
Vietminh hands. 

In April, the Vietminh were reinforced by an un- 
beatable ally—the monsoon rains. By grounding 
French aircraft the rains protected the Vietminh sup- 
ply system while paralyzing the French. The rains 
soaked the fortress and mired the men in mud. By the 
third week in April soldiers on both sides worked in 
trenches containing, on average, three feet of sticky 
clay muck. But the French in their low-lying camps 
along the Nam Yum River suffered more than the 
Vietminh in their more protected higher positions. 

The defenders endured these conditions on stom- 

_achs often empty. On April 14 enemy shells blew up 
the food reserves and, to add insult to injury, most of 
the camp's tobacco supply. After April 29 the French 
were on half rations. Men were fighting around the 
clock, knee-deep in mud and soaked by rain, nour- 
ished only by instant coffee and cigarettes. During the 
last days of the battle the camp physician reported 
cases of men who simply dropped dead at their posts. 
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They died of chronic exhaustion, the certificate would 
say—eight weeks with little food and no sleep. 

But there was no thought of surrender. De Castries 
had already instructed his men: "I expect all the 
troops to die at the positions assigned to them rather 
than retreat an inch.” The French soldiers, especially 
the legionnaires, followed these orders to the letter. 
One legionnaire told of bringing a young comrade 
back to a first-aid post: 


He'd a piece of lead as big as my fist in his thigh. My at- 
tention was drawn to one of my friends who was dying 
and I went over to have a word with him. When I turned 
round the youngster had vanished. I found him next morn- 
ing. He'd slapped on a rough dressing then gone off to re- 
join his section in an attack. His body was riddled with 
bullets. 


One night this same young soldier experienced the 
pounding of the Russian-made rocket launchers. He 
crossed himself. “Funny how pious one gets when 
death's just around the corner,” he said. The next 
morning the Vietminh attacked in human waves. “A 
shell burst right in our trench,” he remembered, “and 
the legionary next to me disintegrated. Nothing left of 
him except odd bits of raw meat. Death was spitting 
all round, and men falling like flies.” 











Medical miracles u 


With air evacuation of the wounded an impossibility, 
the conditions under which the medical staff worked 
become increasingly hopeless. A simple mud shelter 
served as the infirmary. Patients pleaded for water in 
several languages. The foul odor of dead and dying 
men fouled the air. Flasks of plasma and saline solu- 
tion that kept others—their heads and bellies band- 
aged, arms and legs splintered or amputated—on the 
near side of the grave were everywhere. In the crude 
operating room orderlies and nurses performed mir- 
acles. And somehow the French carried out de Cas- 
tries’ orders. There was no retreat. 

Then in late April, during a brief lull in the fighting, 
de Castries decided to abandon the embattled north- 
west outposts since he had been unable to drive the 
Vietminh off the northern end of the airstrip. The 
French established a new, and what proved to be fi- 
nal, perimeter only one and a half miles across, leav- 
ing only one stronghold standing—Isabelle—three 
miles to the south. But de Castries professed con- 
fidence. “I'm going to kick General Giap's teeth in, 
one by one,” he said. 

French political and military leaders had by now 
lost all such esprit. On April 21 General Ely renewed 
his request for American intervention to break the 


A Fairchild C-119 
“Flying Boxcar” 
burns on the Dien 
Bien Phu airfield on 
March 12. The 
plane was hit in 
mid-air and landed 
only to be finished 
off by Vietminh fire, 





7il 








A paratrooper dies 
defending Eliane 2. 
Although the perim- 
eter to the north be- 
came increasingly 
insecure during the 
month of April, the 
French held on to 
this position until the 
bitter end. 


siege. The next day French Foreign Minister Georges 
Bidault told Dulles that only massive air intervention 
by the U.S. could save the fortress. His government 
was withdrawing its opposition to multinational ac- 
tion. Again, with the alliance strongly in mind, Eisen- 
hower gave Dulles the green light to gain British ap- 
proval. This was the last obstacle to meeting the 
congressional condition. Again, the British flatly re- 
fused. Churchill told the House of Commons that he 
“was not prepared to give any undertakings about 
United Kingdom military action in Indochina in ad- 
vance of the results of Geneva.” Thus faded France's 
last chance for help. 


The final days 


The Geneva Conference convened in late April 1954. 
But the first two weeks of the conference were de- 
voted to the Korean question. Giap still had time be- 
fore the “Indochina phase” began to make one final 
crushing lunge at the fortress. After building his army 
back to fifty thousand troops with new recruits, Giap 
launched a dual attack on May | against the central 
sector and the isolated southern sironghold. The 
Vietminh now outnumbered the French ten to one 
and many of the defenders were wounded. 
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On May 6 Giap opened fire with mighty eight-tube 
Russian rocket launchers—"Stalin's organs,” the 
Prench named them. Russian aid to the Vietminh was 
always substantially less than Chinese. But at Dien 
Bien Phu heavy Soviet weaponry—the rocket launch- 
ers and artillery—provided Giap with his surprising 
superiority in firepower. 

On May 6 the French fortress measured only one 
thousand yards wide and de Castries told headquar- 
ters in Hanoi, “This may finish us.” At 10:00 P.M. 
bugles blared in the night and four Vietminh regi- 
ments attacked the eastern positions. By dawn the 
French had only two field guns, little ammunition, 
and no tanks left. De Castries’ only hope was that the 
fortress could hold out until dark so that the 
able-bodied survivors could try to make a break for 
the jungle. But it soon became obvious that the for- 
tress would not last until dark. 

At 4:00 p.m. de Castries radioed his wife in Hanoi. 
“Have faith for our wounded,” he said. “Au revoir.” 
Forty-five minutes later de Castries spoke with Gen- 
eral Cogny: “Our resistance is going to be over- 
whelmed. The Viets are within a few meters of the ra- 
dio transmitter where I am speaking. I have given 
orders to carry out maximum destruction. We will not 
surrender.” 
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General Cogny, fighting back tears, reaffirmed the 
French pride that had led them to Dien Bien Phu: 
“You will fight to the end. There is no question of rais- 
ing the white flag after your historic resistance.” 


“Entendu,” radioed back de Castries. “We will 
fight to the end. Au revoir, mon général. Au revoir 
mes camarades. Vive la France!” Then de Castries 
ordered that the outpost Isabelle turn its artillery fire 
against his surrounded central command post. 

Within minutes the command post was overrun by 
the Vietminh. De Castries and his staff were taken 
prisoner. What was left of his office was taken to 
Hanoi where it remains on display in a museum. De 
Castries returned to France after the conclusion of 
the Geneva peace negotiations a hero, the man who 








T Planted far inside French lines 
under cover of night, Vietminh 
Propaganda posters like this 
one warn soldiers of the doom 
they face at Dien Bien Phu and 
urge them to desert their 
French officers and return 
home. 
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refused to surrender at Dien Bien Phu. 

A French helicopter pilot who flew into the valley 
in mid-May to evacuate wounded prisoners recalled, 
“The whole place was as silent as a graveyard, and 
when the wind kicked up, we could smell the death 
around us.” One wounded French soldier said that 
he lay on the ground for three days before the Viet- 
minh doctors and orderlies, who had no medicine or 
disinfectants and operated without anesthesia, 
reached him. Others remembered that they were not 
medically mistreated, but that the Vietminh propa- 
gandized the prisoners of war with a vengeance. In 
all, the French suffered 2,242 killed; 6,463 wounded; 
2,711 missing; and 10,754 taken prisoner, over 6,500 of | 
them captured on the last day. | 
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The Battle Scene 


The French contemplated their installation at 


| Dien Bien Phu as an offensive base. lts place- 


ment astride the lush upland valley on the Lao- 
tian frontier was meant to tempt General Giap 
to attack and expose his forces to swift decima- 
tion by highly mobile French units. This was not 
to be. French forces and equipment were in- 
sufficient, the terrain proved hostile to mobile 
units, and the outpost quickly proved practically 
inaccessible to supply. 

The French established eight strongholds, 
each subdivided into several positions (Beatrice, 
for instance, consisted of Bl, B2, and B3) and for- 
tified with widely varying manpower and weap- 
onry. The battle for their control passed through 
three phases. 

Phase One began at 5 p.m. on March 13, 
when the fire of American-built 105mm howitzers 
captured by the Chinese in Korea and 
pot-bellied 120mm mortars began to smother 
French batteries. By midnight, assault units from 
VPA Division 312 had captured Stronghold Bea- 
trice. VPA artillery began to pound Gabrielle at 
dusk the following day. French 105mm and 
155mm howitzers helped offset the eight-to-one 
VPA manpower edge, but an armored relief col- 
umn sent out from the central sector foundered, 
and by 8:30 the next morning two VPA regiments 
from the 308th Division held Gabrielle. Propa- 
gandized by local tribesmen, the montagnard 
riflemen at Anne Marie abandoned their posi- 
tion on March 17. By the twenty-ninth, the first 
phase was over. 

In Phase One the French lost heavily: the 
three crucial northern hill positions, a third of 
their infantry and artillery, all observation posts, 
and most important, dozens of aircraft and, es- 
pecially troubling, the use of the airstrip. Sup- 
plies would now have to be delivered by in- 
efficient parachute drops, the wounded could 
not be evacuated, and close aerial support of 
ground operations would be curtailed. The 
Vietminh had won a great victory, but their 
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Panorama of the Dien Bien Phu Valley, looking 
east across the French command post and the 
Nam Yum River. The eastern hills (rear) were the 
scene of the siege's fiercest and largest combat. 
The Vietminh erected a memorial to their battle 
dead on the hillock the French called Eliane 2. 
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losses were unexpectedly heavy: nearly 
twenty-five hundred killed and perhaps three 
times that wounded. This postponed further at- 
tack until reinforcements-some extremely 
young, according to the French—could reach the 
front. 

The patterns established in the first phase 
persisted throughout the battle. As with Ga- 
brielle and Beatrice, the French fell back when 
resupply and reinforcement failed. They 
counterattacked with artillery shelling of a lim- 
ited area—usually one that the VPA had seized 
only recently. This was coordinated with com- 
mando-like reinfiltration of the area by para- 
troop bands such as the 6th Colonial Parachute. 

The unexpected strength and secure place- 
ment of VPA artillery had proved decisive in 
Phase One, as they would throughout the battle. 
Of particular importance was the 351st “Heavy” 
Division, which VPA commander Vo Nguyen 
Giap modeled after those the Soviets had used 
successfully against the Germans in World War 
II. Composed entirely of heavy guns and sup- 
port teams and assisted by Chinese advisers, 
the 35lst provided firepower unparalleled in In- 
dochina. Some three-quarters of French losses 
were the result of VPA artillery fire. 

Phase Two, the longest and the most violent 
of the battle, began at dusk on March 30. The 
VPA simultaneously attacked five French posi- 
tions. Assault units soon seized positions Domi- 
nique | and 2, but failed to crush the embattled 
force at the key Dominique 3 (D3) position before 
French guns at Sparrowhawk and D3 drove 
them back. To the south, VPA recoilless rifle and 
machine-gunfire from Phony Mountain as well 
as artillery fire from distant hills leveled fortifi- 
cations on both Eliane 1 (El) and the wide 
plateau on E2 nicknamed the “Champs El- 
ysées.” Units from VPA Division 316 scrambled 
up the two hills. Huguette 7 (H7) also fell by mid- 
night but was soon retaken. French para- 
troopers seized back El and D2 the next day but, 
without promised reinforcements, they had to re- 
treat. The French counterattacked E2 with their 
M-24 tanks the following day, and on April 4 
VPA units finally pulled back. The French re- 
claimed El on April 10 and two days later 
turned aside a concerted VPA attack. But, once 
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Tale of Two Sieges 





When North Vietnamese and Vietcong units 
cut off a detachment of U.S. Marines and South 
Vietnamese Rangers at Khe Sanh in January 
1968, a haunting name from the earlier In- 
dochina War echoed through the American 
press. Would Khe Sanh be “another Dien Bien 
Phu“? Fearful of such a repetition, President 
Johnson asked to see reports on the spring 1954 
battle. It was said that the wily General Giap 
was personally directing the assault at Khe 
Sanh. The similarities, as the following chart 
shows, were unnerving. In each battle a large 
force had surrounded a smaller one deep in the 
jungle, and airlifts were the only means of sup- 
porting the entrapped garrison. But Khe Sanh 
did not prove to be another Dien Bien Phu. Khe 
Sanh’s defenders were positioned on a hill 
rather than in a valley as were the French at 
Dien Bien Phu, the defenders maintained good 
fields of fire throughout the battle, and their ar- 
tillery power far exceeded that of the attackers. 
Most important, air supply was never inter- 
rupted. At Khe Sanh, the defenders’ bombing 
was massive and close aerial support of ground 
operations effective. Support and manpower lev- 
els did not fall precipitously as they did at Dien 
Bien Phu and in some cases increased. Although 
the American and South Vietnamese defenders 
took many casualties, most of them made it out 
of Khe Sanh alive. 


the commanding eastern hills of D3, El, and E2 
fell in early May, the camp's fate was sealed. 
For now, the battle for the five hills was over. 

Giap's army also attacked the more vulner- 
able low positions at Huguette in the west. By 
April 2, the French had abandoned both H7 and 
Françoise. VPA trenches encircled Huguette 6 
(H6), but the embattled position held out through 
another series of attacks in mid-April until sup- 
plies ran short; it was evacuated, just before it 
was overrun, on the eighteenth. Huguette 1 (H1) 
was similarly asphyxiated. And in Colonel Mar- 
cel Biegeard's April 23 counterattack on Hl, 
near the burned-out shell of a C-46 Curtiss 
Commande in which hid a VPA machine-gun 
nest, the last paratroop reinforcements were 
decimated. It was as big a loss as that of the 
Dominiques three weeks before. By April 24, the 
battle for the Huguettes and the second phase 
were over. 

The French had lost all of Dominique save 
D3, and the VPA had installed batteries of re- 
coilless rifles on the newly won hills, making life 
inside the perimeter relentless hell. The loss of 
the key northwestern positions (Hl, H6, H7, and 
Frangoise) near the airstrip was equally 
ominous, for not only did the sites offer good gun 
placements, but their loss meant that resupply 
on a large scale had become impossible The 


Dien Bien Phu 


Khe Sanh 





Length of siege: 





Size of position: 


Size of forces 





56 days 
March 13 to May 8, 1954 


33 square miles 


77 days 
January 21 to April 4, 1968 


8 square miles 












































—combatants: 49,500 Vietminh and 20,000 North Vietnamese and 
13,200 French Vietcong and 5,800 Americans 
and South Vietnamese 

—ratio: 4:1 (VM:F) 4:1 (NV&VC:US&SV) 
Ratio of artillery strength: 4:1 (VM:F) 1:4 (NV&VC:US&SV) 
Defenders’ artillery pieces 
destroyed: all 3 
Artillery fire 

—average incoming rounds 

(per day/total): 1,840/103,000 150/11,550 
—average outgoing rounds 
(per day/total): 1,690/93,000 2,080/160,000 

Internal deserters: 3,000 to 4,000 none 
Daily supply tonnage: 100 200 
Day of siege airfield lost: day 1 airfield not lost 
Air time from primary airfield: 75 minutes, Hanoi 30 minutes, Da Nang 
Number of aircraft available: 100 1,500/ fixed-wing 
Daily missions average: 189 320 
Bomb tonnage: 175 (estimate) 1,282/(average per day) 
Helicopters available: no yes/(3,300) 
Aircraft lost: 62 24 





Relief expedition: 





Casualties: 


“Condor’’—stalled in 
Laotian jungle 


French: 7,693 (2,080 killed in 
action; 5,613 wounded, only 
about 350 evacuated; also 1,606 
missing in action to 5/5/54; 
6,500 taken as prisoners of war 
5/7/54 to 5/8/54) 


Vietminh: 22,900 (estimated) 
(7,900 killed in action; 15,000 


“Pegasus” met little resistance 
relieving garrison 





Americans and South 
Vietnamese: 1,057 (205 killed in 
action; 852 wounded and 
evacuated) 


North Vietnamese and 
Vietcong: 10,000 


wounded) 





garrison had lost 40 percent of its territory and 
five hundred more men. By May l, only three 
thousand bone-weary French and Vietnamese 
paratroopers, foreign legionnaires, and African 
cannoneers were left fighting. 

The lack of shelter and maneuvering room 
that dogged French troops in the center sub- 
section was far worse at the isolated southern 
stronghold Isabelle. Isabelle was situated on a 
quarter-mile square of flat marshland with no 
hills nearby for protection. VPA Division 304 im- 
mobilized Isabelle's offensive threat by early 
April but could not silence her guns. 

Phase Three began at dusk on May 1 with 
concerted shelling of the entire camp. By 8:05 
P.M., H5 had fallen. Communist units fanned out 
from a newly established VPA stronghold and 
by midnight were assaulting H2, H3, and H4. D3 
and El succumbed the next morning. By May 3, 
Claudine 5 (C5) was under the constant bom- 
bardment and attack that E2 and E4 had en- 
dured for forty-eight hours. The next day H4 fell. 

The VPA unleashed newly delivered Rus- 
sian-built Katuysha six-tube field rockets at 
noon on May 6, and by evening everything not 
under a solid roof was destroyed. French artil- 
lery spent its last shells at dusk beating back a 
crack battalion on the slopes of E2. The VPA re- 
sponded with a counterbarrage that disabled 


the last of the French big guns. At 11:00 that 
night a bomb that had been tunneled beneath E2 
was detonated and ripped apart the hill posi- 
tion. By 5:00 a.m. on May 7, E2 fell. C5 had been 
conquered early that morning, and just after 
dawn E4 and E10 went down. The French aban- 
doned Sparrowhawk at 10:30. By noon, after 
thousands of VPA troops from the 308th, 312th, 
and 316th Divisions had moved in from east and 
west, the French command found that new 
enemy trenches outside Juno precluded all hope 
of a breakout. 

They contacted the VPA command, indicat- 
ing that all resistance would end at 5:30 that af- 
ternoon. By 4:00 Giap's troops had crushed all 
positions east of the river. French troops de- 
stroyed their weapons and at 5:30 resistance 
ceased, though without any flying of white flags. 
By 2:00 the next morning, after bitter hand-to- 
hand fighting, Isabelle too fell silent. The heroic, 
bloody battle of Dien Bien Phu was over. 
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Major Paul Grauwin, M.D., prepares to operate on a French 
soldier's wounded foot in one of Dien Bien Phu's dark, over- 
crowded medical bunkers. A career army surgeon, Major 
Grauwin headed a staff of eighteen doctors who cared for 
more than three thousand seriously wounded soldiers, many 
of them suffering multiple injuries. 





Although the loss of these forces was a serious 
blow to the French cause, it was not a statistical dis- 
aster. Only 5 percent of the fighting strength of the 
combined French Union and Vietnamese forces had 
been lost. French and Vietnamese reinforcements 
could make up for the manpower loss, and American 
assistance could replace equipment. Giap suffered 
over twenty-two thousand casualties, including an 
estimated eight thousand killed. He was seriously 
weakened for the drive he would soon mount against 
the real target of the war, the Red River Delta. In 
strict military terms, the battle of Dien Bien Phu was 
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neither decisive nor disastrous. 

But the outcome, like that of the Tet offensive four- 
teen years later, could not be considered on military 
grounds alone. One of the last French strongholds 
was commanded by Major Jean Nicolas. Sometime 
after 6:30 P.M. on May 7, he saw a white flag on top of 
a rifle appear over his trench, followed by a Vietminh 
soldier. 

“You're not going to shoot anymore?” asked the 
guerrilla in French. 

“No, I am not going to shoot anymore,” responded 
the Frenchman. 

“C'est fini?” said the Vietnamese soldier. 

“Qui, c'est fini,” Nicolas said. 

Yes, it was the end. The next afternoon, May 8, 
1954, at 4:00 P.M. the representatives of nine delega- 
tions took their places around a horseshoe-shaped 
table in Geneva, Switzerland. The only item on the 
agenda: the future of Indochina. 


A E A a 








One month to make peace 





On June 17, 1954, Pierre Mendés-France, a Radi- 
cal-Socialist deputy, ascended the rostrum in the 
Palais Bourbon to ask the Chamber of Deputies to re- 
place Prime Minister Joseph Laniel's government 
with one under his premiership. His plea to the 
chamber electrified the deputies: 


I promise to resign if, one month from now, on July 20, I 
have failed to obtain a cease-fire in Indochina. 


The next day the Chamber of Deputies over- 
whelmingly endorsed Mendes-France, 419 votes to 
47 with 143 abstentions. 

Mendés-France had been a persistent critic of 
French government policy in Vietnam, even more so 
after the Indochina phase of the Geneva Conference 
had opened on May 8, 1954. He charged that the for- 
eign minister, Georges Bidault, was using Geneva 
not to make peace but in preparation to continue the 
war. Bidault had insisted that if Geneva did not pro- 
duce an end to the conflict, France would continue 
the war, this time with direct American involvement. 
Mendes-France charged that this was not Bidault's 
threat, but his desire. 

On June 8 U.S. Secretary of State Dulles pulled the 
rug from underneath Bidault. Yes, he said, the U.S. 
would intervene if the Geneva talks failed, but only if 
seven very strict conditions were met. Most trouble- 
some to France were American demands for a uni- 
fied Franco-American command structure in Viet- 
nam, thus taking sole control of the conduct of the 
war out of French hands, and an insistence that the 
French Chamber of Deputies officially approve U.S. 
involvement. The demands were too much for Bidault 
and the Laniel government. A few days later the gov- 
ernment resigned, and Mendés-France became the 
thirteenth prime minister of the Fourth Republic. 

Mendés-France, too, threatened to continue the 
war if peace accords were not signed in Geneva. But 
unlike Bidault, he did not rely on the Americans. If 
there were no peace treaty within one month, said 
Mendes-France, his last act as prime minister would 
be to dispatch draftees to Indochina. To back up his 
threat, Mendés-France ordered all conscripts sta- 
tioned in Germany and at France's major base in 
Marseilles to be inoculated for yellow fever. With 
that, Mendes-France, acting as his own foreign min 
ister, headed for Geneva to make peace 





A badly burned legionnaire, his eyes mercifully un- 
damaged. 





Stalemate in Geneva, 
crisis in Hanoi 





The situation inherited by Mendés-France, both in 
Geneva and in Vietnam, made his gamble to bring 
peace in thirty days seem very unwise. In Geneva, 
Bidault had refused to speak with Pham Van Dong, 


head of the Vietminh delegation. Dulles had left Ge- | 

















neva shortly after May 8, leaving the American dele- | 
gation in the hands of Undersecretary of State Bedell | 
Smith. Shortly thereafter Smith departed, further | 
downgrading the American mission. Both Smith and | 


Dulles acted as if China's representative, Chou 
En-lai, were invisible. The Americans and the French 
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ignored all Communist proposals and depended 
upon England's Anthony Eden and the Soviet Union's 
Vyacheslav Molotov to act as intermediaries with the 
Vietminh and Communist China. 

Dulles could envision only one outcome from the 
conference. The Communist delegations would use 
the talks to legitimize their takeover of all of Vietnam, 


and Dulles seriously doubted whether the French - 


had the will to turn them down. He had already writ- 
ten off Eden as a “defeatist’ and busied himself 
largely with plans to contain communism after the 
“fall of Indochina.” 

In Indochina the situation had, indeed, become 
critical. General Giap quickly replaced his losses 
from Dien Bien Phu and began to threaten the Red 
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Genevieve de Galard-Terraube, a twenty-nine-year-old 
French Air Force nurse, was the only woman to stay through 
the battle and after the surrender of Dien Bien Phu, tending 
the wounded and earning in news accounts the sobriquet 
“Angel of Dien Bien Phu.” Back in France and in full dress 
uniform she wears a smile with her many medals, which in- 
clude the Croix de Guerre and Legion of Honor awarded 

her during the battle by General de Castries. i 





River Delta and Hanoi itself. The French high com- 
mand decided that preservation of the Expeditionary 
Force and the capability for a Dunkirk-style evac- 
uation receive top priority. In late May and early 
June the French retreated from the perimeter of the 
delta to a small enclave around Hanoi, devoting their 
forces to keeping the road to Haiphong and the open 
sea clear. Hanoi was in a noose as Pierre Men- 
dès-France took office. 

Early public sessions of the Geneva Conference 
seemed to accomplish little. Bidault read a prepared 
statement which cast all blame for the war on Ho Chi 
Minh, calling it a “conflict that was imposed on us.” 
One French journalist remarked that Bidault's state- 
ment “bore only an incidental resemblance to histori- 


hmmm 
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C'est fini. A VPA sol- 
dier waves the DRV 
flag over General 

de Castries’ bunker. 


Barefoot Vietminh 
assault troops storm 
one of strongpoint 
Eliane's hills past 
fallen troops and to- 
ward the French 
command post on 
May 7, as the battle 
nears its end. 


cal truth” and "was convincing only to the con- 
verted.” Pham Van Dong described the evils of 
nearly a century of French colonial rule that, even if 
correct, were largely irrelevant to finding an agree- 
| ment to end the conflict. 
| Behind the scenes the situation was a little more 
propitious. The Communists truly wanted to end the 
conflict. Russia was emerging from the Stalin era and 
was hoping to ease international tensions, if only to 
provide more consumer goods for a restless popu- 
lation. China was anxious to make a good impression 
at its debut in international diplomacy, to seem rea- 
sonable, to act moderately in rebuttal to U.S. charges 
that theirs was an “outlaw” government. With China 
and Russia applying the pressure, the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam would have to compromise. 
Even the Vietminh had reason to seek peace. After 
eight years of warfare it was time to consolidate 
gains and continue the revolution. 

Alone among the Western statesmen, Eden 
seemed to understand this dynamic. Already, before 
Mendés-France took office, he had facilitated com- 
promises on two key issues. First, Pham Van Dong 
| had repeatedly stated that his government would ac- 
cept a military cease-fire only as part of a com- 
prehensive political settlement. When Eden con- 
vinced French and Vietminh military officers to begin 
| secret discussions of military matters, the Vietminh 
| agreed that a cease-fire might be possible without 

deciding all of the outstanding political questions. 

The military talks led to the second compromise by 
| the Vietminh. All parties to the dispute, France, Bao 
Dai's State of Vietnam, and Ho's Democratic Repub- 
| lic, were opposed to partition. Both Vietnamese gov- 
ernments opposed partition because it would deter 
Vietnamese unity. But a cease-fire could be effective 
| only if there were a disengagement of opposing 
| forces. France had proposed a “leopard skin” ap- 

proach, with the opposing sides regrouping in a vari- 
ety of areas around the country, suggestive of spots 
| on a leopard. 
| At 10:00 P.M. on June 9, French and Vietminh mili- 
| tary experts met at an isolated villa on the outskirts of 
| Geneva. Colonel Ha Van Lau, representing the 
| Vietminh, unfolded a map of Indochina and pointed 
| to the Red River Delta and said, “We need this. We 
| need a state; we need a capital for our state; we 
| need a port for our capital.” Lau would say no more, 
but surely he meant: We need North Viemam; we 
| need Hanoi; we need Haiphong. It was a clear ac- 
ceptance of partition. When Mendés-France as- 
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sumed power the following week, the outstanding 
questions to be settled before July 20 were the line of 
demarcation for partition and the timing of elections 
that might reunite the country. 


The pressure to compromise 


It quickly became apparent to Mendés-France that 
the Communists would make the most of his 
self-imposed deadline of one month. They would re- 
fuse to compromise further until the last minute to 
force the French prime minister to accept their pro- 
posals. The Vietminh had originally asked for parti- 
tion at the fourteenth parallel, roughly halfway be- 
tween Da Nang and Cam Ranh Bay. But on July 13 
Chou En-lai persuaded Dong to offer the sixteenth 
parallel, just south of Hue. The French insisted that 
Hue be included in the South, and there the matter 
stood. No compromises were forthcoming on the 
question of elections. Pham Van Dong insisted on 
elections within six months. The French, under Ameri- 
can pressure, asked that no specific date be set. The 
situation was exactly reversed from the stalemate 
over Korea. There the United States wanted quick 
elections, sure that the non-Communists would win. 
The Russians said no. But in Vietnam, the U.S. gov- 
ernment recognized the near-certainty of Ho's victory 
in any election. 

July 20 arrived. Mendés-France had only until 
midnight to conclude peace. As expected the final 
Communist compromises were forthcoming. Under 
heavy pressure from Molotov, Dong accepted parti- 
tion at the seventeenth parallel. At a time when the 
Vietminh controlled three-quarters of Vietnam, they 
had settled for less than half. Now only the question 
of elections needed to be resolved. Mendes-France 
still held out for not naming a specific date, but when 
Molotov said, “Two years?” Mendes-France glowed 
with satisfaction. Pham Van Dong wasn't even asked. 
It was 5:15 P.M. 

News of the agreement spread quickly. Arrange- 
ments were made in the Palais des Nations for the 


_ signing of the armistice and final declaration. The 


ceremony was set for 9:00 p.m. But at 8:00 p.m. Men- 
dés-France received a phone call from a furious 
Molotov. The Cambodians refused to sign. They ar- 
gued that the provisions calling for Cambodian neu- 
trality violated their sovereignty. The Cambodians 
wanted to be free to make alliances with any country 
they chose. 








“Earthquake 
McGoon” 





A burly man with a hearty laugh, he 
was known far and wide as “Earthquake 
McGoon.” On the afternoon of May 6, 
1954, Earthquake shoehorned his six-foot, 
250-pound frame into the modified pilot's 
seat of a Fairchild C-119 “Flying Boxcar” 
at Hamoi's airfield as he had twice daily 
for weeks. It was the day before Dien 
Bien Phu fell. 

Responding to a French request to 
help airlift supplies to Dien Bien Phu in 
March 1954, the United States Air Force 
had loaned the French a squadron of 
C-119s, whose white eagle wings were 
hastily covered with a single coat of gray 
paint. Some two dozen American civilian 
flyers employed by Major General Claire 
Chennault's Civil Air Transport (CAT) 
had manned the garrison's aerial life line 
beginning in late March. For the past six 
weeks, they had flown the perilous 
ninety-minute shuttle from Hanoi to the 
beleaguered outpost thirty times a day, 
weather permitting, and dropped over 
eighty-five hundred tons of ammunition 
and food. The antiaircraft fire over the 
valley was intense. 

For this dangerous job the pilots 
earned good pay: $35 for each flying 
hour, plus their regular salary—a total of 
about $3,000 a month. But Earthquake for 
one, to the hoots of his CAT buddies, 
would admit that he was not there only 
for the money or the adventure. “Way I 
figure it,” he said, "we either got to fight 
the bastards at home or fight them over 
here.” 

In the copilot's seat sat Wallace A. Bu- 
ford, twenty-eight, of Ogden, Utah, a vet- 
eran of World War II and the Korean 
War, who had coaxed a disabled Boxcar 
back to base ten days before. Heavy anti- 
aircraft fire over the Dien Bien Phu valley 
had crippled the plane and wounded pi- 
lot Paul R. Holdens—the first American 
combat casualty of the French Indochina 
War. Both Buford and Earthquake had 
braved the flak many times, circling 





down to fifteen hundred feet or so and 
slowing the plane almost to a stall so that 
the “kickers” could shove out the 
seven-ton load and perhaps hit the 
ever-shrinking drop zone. McGoon's 
plane had been hit four times, but “when 
you are invited to a war,” he said, “you 
expect to get shot at.” 

Earthquake, who was actually James 
B. McGovern, thirty-two, of Elizabeth, 
New Jersey, was no stranger to hazard- 
ous duty. A powerful man with a usually 
gentle manner, he had piloted P-40s and 
Mustangs for Chennault's famed “Flying 
Tigers’ in China before and during 
World War II. In 1948, a year alter he 
joined Chennaults new CAT, Chinese 
Communist fighter planes attacked his 
transport over Shantung Peninsula; “They 
missed,” a terse Earthquake liked to say. 
Some six months after he was forced to 
ditch his plane on a river sandbar behind 
Communist lines in December 1949, a 
bearded MeGoon emerged from the 
jungle. “The Communists,” he said, “went 
out of their way to treat me good.” But his 
CAT friends quipped that his captors had 
freed him because they could not afford 
to feed him. 

Waiting his turn in Hanoi that May al- 
ternoon, McGoon had guzzled bad coffee 
and tossed darts in the sultry air base 
mess with the other flyers. Then he and 
Buford 


' Once the six-plane convoy 


strapped themselves into "Bird 


Two 








James B. McGovern was a personable man 
and so huge that he was nicknamed. 
“Earthquake McGoon” after the character 
in the Lil Abner comic strip. He and copilot 
Wallace A. Buford, flying for Chennault's 
Civil Air Transport, were the only Ameri- 
cans to die in combat during the French In- 
dochina War. 


reached the valley, McGoon eased the 
control stick forward and watched his al- 
timeter indicate a descent to 3,000 feet. 
They were ready for their run; it was 
Earthquake's forty-fifth. 

Suddenly McGoon radioed, “I've got a 
direct hit.” A shell had crashed into one of 
the two wing-mounted engines which be- 
gan to throw oil. Just as he began to re- 
gain control, another shell hit, knocking 
out a critical tail support. The plane was 
sent reeling toward a narrow four thou- 
sand-foot valley. Earthquake radioed the 
pilot of the plane following his, asking 
which ridge was lower. The pilot re- 
sponded, “Turn right!” But it was too late. 
The controls were crippled, and the big 
plane could not hold a turn. As his bud- 
dies watched and listened helplessly, 
Earthquake cooly said, “Looks like this is 
it, son.” The left wing tip struck first. The 
plane tumbled down the hill and burst 
into flames. 

James B. McGovern and Wallace A. 
Buford were the only Americans to die in 
combat in the French Indochina War. 
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Miracle in Geneva 





Slowly the clock moved toward midnight. And then 
came the “miracle” of Geneva. The Swiss clocks— 
world famous for their reliability—suddenly stopped 
in the Palais des Nations, precisely at midnight! To 
give Mendés-France a litile more time to meet his 
deadline, the clocks had been made to stand still. 

It was “midnight” for three more hours until the 
Cambodians finally won their point. Molotov gave in 
and granted the Cambodians (and Laotians) the 
right to call on America to help fight communism. But 
South Vietnam was prohibited from entering any mil- 
itary alliance that would violate its neutrality. It was 
permitted to receive military assistance from western 
| countries, but only at specitied levels. 
| The cease-fire was signed by the French and 

Vietminh at 3:20 am. The Vietminh delegate asked 
the head of the French military commission in Ge- 
neva, who had the painful duty of signing the docu- 
ment, to have some champagne with him. The French 
general, ghostly pale, replied, “You will understand 
that I cannot accept.” 

The cease-fire agreement turned out to be the only 
document signed. The next day, July 21, the Final 
Declaration was read. But when the U.S. and the new 
South Vietnam refused to sign, so did the Communist 
nations. Bedell Smith said that while the U.S. would 
not sign them, it would “refrain from the threat or use 
of force to disturb them” and would “view any re- 
newal of aggression in violation of the aforesaid 
agreements with grave concern and as seriously 
threatening international peace and security.” 





The Geneva accords: 
an assessment 





The only real accomplishment of the Geneva Confer- 
ence was the military cease-fire, the end to hostilities 
between France and the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam. Pham Van Dong had repeatedly sought a 
political setilement to decide what the future State of 
Vietnam would be. The most he got was the promise 
of elections in two years: The elections, it was as- 
sumed, would determine the political settlement. 

After Geneva, Viemam was neither united nor fully 
independent. The French would regroup below the 
seventeenth parallel, expecting to continue to exert 
their influence on South Viemam in the context of the 
French Union. 
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Vietminh regular forces were also forced by the 
Geneva accords to regroup. Guerrillas whose homes 
lay south of the seventeenth parallel were forced to 
move to the North amd thereby earned the name 
“regroupees.” Many of them were bitter about Ho's 
compromises which forced them to leave their homes 
in the South. They were pacified only with the knowl- 
edge that a victory by Ho in elections scheduled for 
July 1956 would permit them to return home. 

The Geneva accords also provided that, during the 
300 days allotted for the regroupment of troops, “any 
civilians residing in a district controlled by one party 
who wish to go and live in the zone assigned to the 
other party shall be permitted and helped to do so by 
the authorities in that district.” All of these provisions 
were to be enforced by a three-couniry International 
Control Commission (ICC) consisting of representa- 
tives from one Communist nation, Poland; one neutral 
nation, India; and one western state, Canada. 

The position of the United States toward the agree- 
ments might be termed ingenuous if it had not turned 
out so tragically. The United States had been among 
the fiercest opponents of a political settlement at Ge- 
neva. But now with the negotiations complete the U.S. 
embarked on a course designed to make the purely 
military arrangements serve as the basis of a de facto 
political settlement. The U.S. pledge not to upset the 
accords by “threat or use of force” already suggested 
this direction in policy. The U.S. did not promise to 
abide by the agreements, rather it promised not to 
use force to break them. By vetoing the elections— 
and the U.S. had already hinted that it would do so— 
the American government sought to make permanent 
the division of Vietnam. The line against Chinese ex- 
pansion was drawn at the seventeenth parallel. In 
the new prime minister of the State of Vietnam, Ngo 
Dinh Diem, who assumed office on July 7, 1954, the 
United States found a willing ally. 

The Geneva accords, thought the Eisenhower ad- 
ministration, offered the United States a new oppor- 
tunity in Indochina. Long frustrated by what the 
Americans considered France's lack of will, poor mil- 
itary planning, and identification with colonialism, 
the U.S. government thought it could make a fresh 
start with the new Diem government. But an un- 
named American diplomat in Paris (probably Am- 
bassador C. Douglas Dillon) had already issued a 
warning—of sorts—to the American government. In 
November of 1953 the American diplomat told the 
French newspaper Le Monde, “We [Americans] are 
the last French colonialists in Indochina.” 








French 
Veterans 
in War and 
Peace 





Vietnam veteran Charles Daniels 
knew how French Indochina veterans 


must have felt He had been back in his Í 


native Boston for thirteen years before he 
saw a sign saying, “Welcome Home Viet- 
nam Vets.” French soldiers experienced 
many of the same problems in battle and 
on the home front that dogged Americans 
later. Like the American soldiers atter 
them, French soldiers were in a divisive 
and often brutal war lacking in rules, and 
like the Americans, they often felt misun- 
derstood and maligned, branded by 
some as fiends for having fought in the 
war and by others as failures for having 
“lost” it. 

“It is true that we are here to defend 
human values,” a young French officer 
said carefully, discussing the morality of 
war. A graduate of the French West 
Point, St. Cyr, he added, “We must de- 
grade ourselves to inhumanity, For we 
are dealing with the Vietminh for whom 
such things are simple and logical. ... 
The Viets push us into atrocities and our 


absurdity helps too. Yet we kill less than 
the Viets.” 

In 1950 an American reporter listened 
to French troops gripe about the conduct 
of the war. “We could clean them up in 
three months if the government would let 
us, an infantry sergeant said bitterly. 
“But we can't fight. We can only wait for 
them to fight us.” 

“Yes, but now we can fight better,” a 
pilot said. “Now we can use American 
guns and trucks. And the Air-Cobra! Ah, 
monsieur! What a wonderful plane!” 

“Our government in France is weak,” 
a corporal chipped in. “The Communists 
and Socialists won't let us do anything 
here.” 

“It's the United Nations too,” the ser- 
geant said. “We used to use fiame throw- 
ers. Now the UN says they're uncivilized 
weapons and we can't use them. ... 
Well,” the pilot concluded with scorn, 
“they're politicians. Pah!” 

The comments of a Madame Van der 
Merce at an army ministry Christmas 
party some twenty years ago still rankle 
at least one French veteran. “The best gift 
that one could send to the troops in In- 
dochina was a bullet in the hide of each,” 
he recalled her saying. “None of us ever 
forgot that.” 

The central problem of command in 
both the French and American wars was 
that very often it was the skill and expe- 
rience of platoon leaders more than that 
of generals that determined success or 
failure. And a man could learn to lead a 
platoon only in the bush, where even a 
small error in judgment could mean the 
loss of the entire unit. Another young St. 
Cyr graduate said, “In this Indochina 
War, everything is based on the officer; 
he has to master himself, to be a hero all 
the time, even in everyday life. He is not 
entitled to make the smallest slip.” 

Despite the privations and humiliation, 
many French vets still felt some satisfac- 
tion. As one put it, “We are happy to have 
suffered together. There was in the army 
at that time a spirit that no longer exists. 
One was involved. If someone who had a 
higher rank than yours gave you an or- 
der you carried it out. I'm sure that was 
stupidity. But why wouldn't one do it?” 

One French soldier who volunteered 


for assignment to Indochina as "a solution 
to the lack of employment and dignity” 
recalled, “We had the impression not of 
being on the other side of the world, but of 
being on Mars.” Returning from this Mars 
to France was, for many, not a pleasant 
homecoming. “We were considered pa- 
riahs, criminals,” recalled one vet. “Three 
days after I came home I was wearing 
my uniform because that was all I had to 
wear. I got on a bus. When I passed in 
front of the driver he said to the ticket 
taker, ‘Hey, an assassin just got on.’ I hit 
him and spent the rest of the day at the 
police station.” 

French Communists stoned hospital 
trains stopping to unload wounded men 
in their home towns, provoking outcries in 
the Chamber of Deputies. Another soldier, 
taking leave in Paris during 1954, found 
he “was very let down by France at that 
time. There were already committees sup- 
porting Ho Chi Minh everywhere.” Dis- 
appointed, he said, "I no longer felt that I 
was in my country. I had only one wish, 
that was to go back to Vietnam.” 

A sergeant who survived both Cao 
Bang and Dien Bien Phu recalled: 


We were rejected when we returned, we 
were covered with blood, so that I no longer 
want to think about it. I never collected any of 
my pension. We were like immigrants in 
France. It was only after two years that I 
could begin to talk about it. 1 stuck with the 
society of Dien Bien Phu veterams. I rediscov- 
ered some comrades. Now I collect my pen- 
sion. One still can't be sure. 


Although the French are erecting a 
memorial to their war dead now, a tribute 
long delayed in the United States as well, 
the treatment of Indochina veterans in the 
Fifth Republic remains problematic. 
“What still surprises me today,” said a vet 
in 1981, “is that you see in the paper that 
a man kills his wife, and they put above it, 
‘Veteran of Indochina.’ I don't understand 
the reason. There are many civilians who 
kill their wives because they are jealous, 
but the papers don't add, ‘Former Em- 
ployee of the Railroad.’ That's what is sur- 
prising and that's the reason why I don't 
like to say that I'm a former soldier.” 
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- Thursday, July 22, 1954. On this, the day after the 


signing of the Geneva accords, a strangely som- 
ber mood settled on Hanoi. The accords marked 
an end to the violence that had ravaged Vietnam, 
especially the North, during nearly eight years of 
bloody warfare against the French. At last Viet- 
nam appeared on the verge of national inde- 
pendence after its long resistance to French colo- 
nial rule. Still, there were no victory celebrations, 
no cheering rallies. Henry Liebermann, a New 
York Times correspondent, described Hanoi as 
“outwardly calm” with “neither general jubila- 


tion or [sic] public wailing.” The day passed al- 


most like any other summer weekday in Tonkin's 
sun-baked capital. The bars, perhaps, were less 
crowded than usual, but life went on at a fairly 
— 

The people of Hanoi had good reason for their 
mixed emotions. Supporters of the Vietminh were 
cautious and even suspicious about the political 
settlement reached at Geneva. Once before, 























in September 1945, the Vietminh had formed a gov- 
ernment and declared independence from France. 
Yet their hopes for freedom were quickly dashed as 
the French, with Allied approval and support, had 
reimposed colonial rule. Since French troops still con- 
trolled the Hanoi area, many Vietminh there adopted 
a wait-and-see attitude toward the independence 
promised by Geneva. 

For the French establishment in Hanoi and those 
Vietnamese associated with it, the future looked un- 
certain. French businessmen who held a powertul 
stake in the economy of the North feared the eventual 
loss of their investments to the Communist Vietminh. 
Through their colonial enterprises, these French en- 
trepreneurs had transformed Hanoi into a thriving 
metropolis. Even behind barbed wire and barricades 
during the darkest days of the war, Hanoi, with its 
broad, tree-lined boulevards, stately French archi- 
tecture, and cozy catés, had not lost its charm. Many 
French shopkeepers and small businessmen shared 
the concern about what was coming. Would the 
Vietminh drive them out and confiscate their prop- 
erty? Or would it be possible somehow to work out a 
means of peaceful coexistence with the Communist 
regime? A French restaurateur echoed the determi- 
nation of many French citizens to stay in Hanoi and 
face the consequences: “I came to Hanoi in 1945 as a 
sergeant-cook. I now have $30,000 invested in my 
restaurant, and I'm staying until I have to leave.” 

To many Vietnamese, as well, the Vietminh take- 
over of the North posed a serious threat. Those who 
had served in the French colonial government ex- 
pected reprisals by the Vietminh. Others who had 
sympathized with the nationalist cause but refused to 
take an active part in the Communist-led resistance 
were also worried. During the Geneva negotiations, 
several thousand of them had gathered in front of the 
Hanoi Opera House to protest the ceding of the North 
to the Communists. But theirs was a feeble demon- 
stration against the inevitable. 

For these Vietnamese the choice was imminent: to 
stay, sacrificing their property and facing “reeduca- 
tion camps,” or to flee to the South, a free zone pend- 
ing reunification elections scheduled for July 1956. 
Thousands of Vietnamese anxiously weighed the 


Preceding page. In front of the French governor general's 
palace in Hanoi, Vietminh troops raise helmets in celebration 
of their reoccupation of the former colonial capital. The city 
was surrendered by the French in accord with the Geneva 
Agreement of July 1954. 
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gamble, some despaired. A barefoot refugee from the 
battle-scarred countryside, crowded into a 
three-room house with twenty-three people, la- 
mented: “I left my village two years ago because 
there was shooting every day. Now there is no place 
left for me to go.” i 


“Long live a peaceful Vietnam” — 
Ho Chi Minh 





While the people of the French enclave at Hanoi pon- 
dered their dilemma, in the days following Geneva 
Ho Chi Minh and his lieutenants, Giap, Pham Van 
Dong, and Le Duan, maintained a low profile, a habit 
of decades of intrigue against French authorities and 
secret police. Ho had not been seen for years. Many, 
including French and American intelligence experts, 
speculated that he was seriously ill or even dead. 

On July 22, the Vietminh did issue a formal mes- 
sage in Ho's name, celebrating independence: 


For the sake of peace, unity, independence, and democ- 
racy of the Fatherland, our peoples, armymen, cadres, 
and government have, during these eight years or so, 
joined in a monolithic bloc, endured hardship and over- 
come all difficulties to resolutely carry out the Resistance 
and have won many many brilliant victories. On this occa- 
sion, on behalf of our government, 1 cordially congratulate 
you, from North to South. 


Although the message praised the “people's” vic- 
tory and underplayed Ho's role in overcoming the 
French, it represented the supreme moment of 
triumph for the old revolutionary. Over the years, 
Ho's personal commitment to defeating the French 
and his resolute leadership of the resistance had 
made him a legendary figure, his very name synony- 
mous with the independence movement. 

His beginnings had certainly not been auspicious. 
Born in 1890 in Nghe An Province, the son of a wan- 
dering scholar, Ho entered the National Academy at 
Hue in 1906 to prepare for a career in the French co- 
lonial administration. After a year he dropped out 
and began a life of wandering. In 1912, hoping to see 
the West, Ho sailed from Saigon as a cook on a 
steamship line. His travels took him to London and 
then to Paris. It is rumored that he even visited the 
United States, and Boston mythology holds that he 
worked as a hotel cook there. In Paris Ho fell into the 
circle of Phan Chu Trinh, an influential Vietnamese 
nationalist, who taught him the trade of photo re- 
touching and encouraged his patriotic spirit. 
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Ho was a man of action and destined for greater 
things. In 1919 he boldly appeared at the Versailles 
Peace Conference where he presented a petition for 
Vietnam's independence. By taking the initiative, Ho 
earned himself a lasting reputation among his fellow 
Vietnamese as a leading spokesman for Vietnamese 


political interests. In 1920, at Tours, he participated in 


founding the French Communist party. 

The Soviets were impressed by Ho and invited him 
to Moscow to represent Third World peasants. Ho ac- 
cepted eagerly and remained in Moscow to study at 
the Lenin School of Oriental Peoples. There his bud- 
ding nationalism was channeled, through contact 
with Leninist theory and Soviet-style politics, in the 
direction of communism. The Russian Revolution was 
still in its infancy, and Ho admired the revolutionary 
fervor of Soviet leaders. 

But it was Lenin's "Thesis on the National and Co- 
lonial Questions” calling for an international Com- 
munist liberation of oppressed peoples from colonial- 
ism that radically changed Ho's thinking. He later 
recalled how the thesis inspired him: "What emotion, 
enthusiasm, clear-sightedness and confidence it in- 
stilled in me! I was overjoyed to tears. Though sitting 
alone in my room, I shouted aloud as if addressing 
large crowds: ‘Dead martyrs, compatriots! This is 
what we need, this is the path to liberation!’ ” 





Ho Chi Minh briefs 
his cadres on the 
politics of revolu- 
tionary warfare in 
preparation for the 
“borderline cam- 
paign’’—guerrilla 
forays against the 
French from across 
the Chinese border 
in 1950. 





Lenin's political ideology did more than inspire Ho. 
Soviet training and Leninist teachings equipped him 
with the organizational principles and tactics to form 
a revolutionary party in Vietnam. In 1924, Ho re- 
turned to Asia with instructions to organize a Viet- 
namese Communist association. Arriving in Canton, 
China, Ho met with Phan Boi Chau, Vietnam's most 
revered nationalist. Phan had been active in the un- 
successful Scholars’ Revolt of the 1890s and sub- 
sequent diplomatic efforts to gain Chinese and Japa- 
nese support for Vietnamese independence. Through 
talks with Phan and other revolutionaries, Ho 
founded in 1925 the Revolutionary Youth League of 
Vietnam, the country’s first Communist organization. 
Its members, after training in China, returned to Viet- 
nam and found their way to factories and plantations, 
wherever they could agitate among the masses. Five 
years later, in 1930, Ho formed the Indochinese Com- 
munist party. He solidified his unchallenged lead- 
ership of Vietnamese Communists by convincing nu- 
merous competing factions to cooperate in sowing the 
seeds of revolution in the Vietnamese countryside. 

Over the next twenty-five years, the name and 
framework of Ho's party changed, but its goals, Viet- 
namese independence and socialist reform, re- 
mained constant. Ho's control of the nationalist move- 
ment extended even to non-Communist parties. He 
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courted, negotiated with, and, when necessary, 
double-crossed his political rivals to keep them 
working within the fold of the party or not at all. 

Ho strictly applied Lenin's principle that opposition 
to the party constituted subversion. His leadership 
style was authoritarian, not democratic, but it re- 
flected traditional Vietnamese values. Vietnam's em- 
perors governed by their authority as “Sons of 
Heaven"; power emanated from them, not the people. 
They acted on the Confucian principle that their au- 
thority, like a father’s in the family, held society to- 
gether. While Ho believed that political power ulti- 
mately rested with the peasant masses, in some ways 
he cultivated the paternal aura that had surrounded 
the emperors. “Uncle Ho” to his followers, he con- 
fidently relied on his ability to hold Vietnam's “revo- 
lutionary family” together and to unleash it against 
the French. 

Now, on July 22, 1954, Ho's lifelong vision seemed 
accoinplished. Viemam was finally free, and appar- 
ently the country would soon be united. Still, many 
people in the North wondered if the struggle was 
really over. Would the Vietminh initiate a new revolu- 
tion, the socialist reorganization of society? Would Ho 
emerge once more to lead it? The fates of many 
seemed to hang in the balance: Vietnam's Catholics, 
anti-Communists, and landlords. Most experienced a 
sense of foreboding, asking over and over the same 
nagging question: "Was peace really at hand?” 


A final adieu 


Hanoi, October 9, 1954. A steady rain fell from dismal 
gray clouds as a small group of French legionnaires 
and Moroccan troops hauled down the Tricolor for 
the last time. The soldiers presented arms, bidding a 
martial adieu to the beautiful old city of Hamoi. There 
was no fanfare, no songs, just the mournful sound of a 
bugle. Only a handful of reporters and photogra- 
phers gathered in Hanoi's Mangin Athletic Stadium 
to witness the simple ceremony that wrote an in- 
glorious finish to nearly a century of French colonial- 
ism in North Vietnam. 

While the soldiers solemnly folded the Tricolor, 
their thoughts must have turned to their fallen com- 
rades who had sacrificed so much for a lost cause. 
The statistics were grim: 44,967 dead and 79,560 
wounded. An irony the statistics obscured was that a 
majority of the French casualties were not actually 
Frenchmen. Losses among the Foreign Legion, com- 
posed mostly of Germans, the African contingents— 
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Moroccans and Senegalese, and indigenous Viet- 
namese regulars outnumbered those of the French by 
three to one. The casualty toll seemed to overshadow 
the memories of valor expended in a futile effort to 
keep Vietnam within the French empire. René 
Cogny, commander of French ground forces in the 
South, summed up France’s frustrating Vietnam ex- 
perience this way: “Many deaths for few results, 
many deaths for nothing.” 

The downward spiral of events in Vietnam struck a 
blow at the morale of the French people and their na- 
tional prestige. The cream of France’s fighting 


forces—superior to their opponents in manpower, — 
arms, and technology—had been humbled by peas- | 


ant insurgents. The French evacuation of Hanoi and 
the North, the region of strongest French cultural in- 
fluence in Vietnam, also symbolized the total failure 
of the Empire's mission civilisatrice, or civilizing mis- 
sion. By civilization the French had meant their own. 
Their goal had been to turn the Vietnamese into 
Frenchmen. But their mission had failed. Gone for- 
ever from French control was stately Hanoi with its 
French university, Pasteur Institute, and magnificent 
Catholic cathedrals. 





A hero's welcome 





While the French quietly made their exit, Vietnamese 
throughout Hanoi were preparing to greet the vic- 
torious Vietminh troops massed outside the city. For 
days the Vietminh political cadres had been busy 
setting up a welcome. They drew up lists of house- 
holds and directed the population to contact political 
committees established in each of the city’s wards. 
Their function was clear: to maximize popular en- 
thusiasm for the incoming troops of liberation. 

The soldiers had also been instructed in behavior 
suitable for the occasion. A proclamation, ostensibly 
from Ho, was issued to the troops warning them to 
behave in the manner appropriate to “heroes of the 
resistance”: 


Throughout eight years of resistance, you had set ex- 
amples of heroism, and thereby we won victory. Today re- 
turning to the capital you must also set good examples to 
win victory in peacetime. Urbam life is complicated, many 


At French headquarters in Hanoi, eight Foreign Legion 
bugles sound a mournful farewell as the French Tricolor is 
lowered for the last time, after nearly a century of colonial 
rule. 
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In October 1954, the first detachments of thirty thousand 
triumphant Vietminh troops enter Hanoi by the Doumer 
Bridge, named after a colonial governor. 


temptations can lead to stupidity, debauchery, and degra- 
dation. 


Finally, on October 10, the triumphant procession 
arrived. Thirty thousand Vietminh soldiers, including 
many veterans of Dien Bien Phu, marched into Hanoi 
amid the cheers of flag-waving crowds. A delegation 
composed of representatives of various Hanoi civilian 
associations led the parade. An infamtry regiment fol- 
lowed, the soldiers sporting helmets of latania leaves 


| and wearing loose green uniforms and tennis shoes. 


This regiment included surviving “death volunteers,” 
whose members would strap explosives to their 
bodies and throw themselves at the barbed-wire de- 
fenses of French strongholds. Next came the 
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Women's Auxiliary Corps, young, smiling girls with 
their hair in plaits. Behind them, closing out the 
parade, rolled fifty Molotov trucks, towing French 
150 MM guns captured at Dien Bien Phu. 

The arrival of the advance units was the signal for 
Vietnamese to take to the streets by the thousands. A 
New York Times reporter was in the surging crowds 
along the parade route as the Vietnamese an- 
nounced to the world that they were free: 


Everywhere along the route hundreds of golden-starred 
Vietminh flags were broken out from windows, doorways, 
and roofs of the one-story dwellings of the Vietnamese 
quarter.... Seemingly from nowhere scores of slogans 
and banners of welcome burst forth proclaiming ‘Long 
Live President Ho Chi Minh’ and ‘Long Live Chinese- 
Soviet Friendship.’ 


The elated troops and their civilian onlookers pro- 
ceeded to Hanci’s Mangin Stadium, where only the 
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day before the French had said their last ceremonial 
good-bye. The assembly was addressed by General 
Vuong Thua Vu, commander of the Vietminh Divi- 
sion—the “Iron Division”—that had been given the 
honor of occupying the city in recognition of its out- 
standing service at Dien Bien Phu. Still none of the 
giants of the resistance—Ho Chi Minh, Giap, or Pham 
Van Dong—made an appearance. Ho's absence on 
this important occasion seemed to some to confirm 
speculation that he was dead. 





“Long Live Uncle Ho” 


Later in October, without fuss or fanfare, a captured 
French army truck rolled into Hanoi bearing the 
Vietminh's missing leader. Ho Chi Minh had 
emerged from his forest hideout to reenter Hanoi in 
the wake of his troops. Robert Shaplen, then a News- 
week correspondent, remembers Ho, at this, his mo- 
ment of glory: 


[He is] the same frail, stooped wisp of a man whose clas- 
sic endurance of body and soul were almost visible as- 
pects of his being, in contrast to the submerged shrewd- 
ness and guile that had also marked his long career as 
one of the cleverest performers on the stage of world revo- 
lution. 


Ho's demeanor was subdued. With customary humil- 


| ity, he avoided a gala public welcome. He met briefly 
_ with an informal gathering of coworkers and friends. 


Afterwards, shyly stepping out from behind a curtain 

in a large reception hall, Ho smiled and reminded his 

audience, “I am an old guerrilla fighter, you know.” 
While festivities continued in Hanoi the French 


| withdrew toward the port city of Haiphong. The Ge- 


neva Agreement gave them until May 1955 to con- 
clude their withdrawal, and it seemed likely to be 
completed on schedule. 

The International Control Commission of Poles, In- 
diems, and Canadians supervised the withdrawal. 
The commission designated Hanoi, Hai Duong, and 
Haiphong as regroupment areas for the transfer of 
some one hundred and ninety thousand Franco- 
Vietnamese troops south of the seventeenth parallel. 
At the same time, the commission assisted in the re- 
patriation of around eighty thousand Vietminh sol- 
diers and their dependents being shipped north from 
regroupment areas in the South. 

The transfer of power from the French to the Viet- 
minh, begun several days before the Vietminh victory 


parade, went smoothly enough, although it some- 
times resembled an eerie mock battle. On October 3, 
when the French command transferred its headquar- 
ters from Hanoi to Haiphong, parties of Vietminh civil 
servants, soldiers, and police began arriving in the 
city to accept control. French troops withdrew slowly, 
almost building by building. After a building was 
surrendered, one could see the red Vietminh flag 
with its yellow star unfurled on the roof top. It was as 
if the eight-year war was being symbolically re- 
played as French soldiers, bitter at the way the North 
had been “bartered” to the Vietminh, stubbornly, 
grudgingly gave way. On occasion armed Vietminh 
units deployed in battle formation, as if ready to re- 
sume combat. The few Vietnamese who gathered to 
watch stared silently without hostility but without 
warmth as French forces marched beside their tanks 
and trucks. No one shouted “au revoir.” 





"Psywar” and sabotage 








While French forces were evacuating the North in the 
final tragic chapter of the First Indochina War, many 
thought another war was inevitable. A cold war team 
of Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) agents, oper- 
ating under cover of the U.S. military mission in Sai- 
gon, was busy at other work. The clandestine oper- 
ations of the cold war team were under the command 
of Colonel Edward Lansdale of the U.S. Air Force. 
Lansdale, who had served with the Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS) during World War II, had recently 
helped reorganize the Philippine Intelligence Service 
to combat the Communist insurgency of the Huks. In 
mid-1954, U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, 
at the request of his brother Allen, director of the CIA, 
sent Lansdale an urgent message to go to Saigon 
and learn as much as possible about the chaotic state 
of Vietnamese affairs. His message closed with “God 
Bless You.” 

In addition to his intelligence-gathering activities, 
Lansdale sent an espionage team to Hanoi to disrupt 
the Vietminh takeover. One of its major assignments 
was to conduct psychological warfare, or “psywar,” 
campaigns to arouse opposition to the incoming 
Vietminh regime. The team’s first tactic was to organ- 
ize rumor campaigns to inflame Vietnamese fears of 
a Chinese occupation under Vietminh rule. One ru- 
mor was based on a story about a Communist Chi- 
nese regiment in the North that raped all the girls in 
a Vietnamese village, recalling the brutal behavior of 
Chinese Nationalist troops who occupied the North in 
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1945. Lansdale arranged for soldiers of the Vietnam- 
ese Armed Psywar Company, dressed as civilians, to 
spread the story. But the plan backfired. The psywar 
company received its instructions, went north on its 
mission, and never returned. All of its members 
deserted to the Vietminh. 

Other CIA missions proved more successful. In 
September the team engineered a “black psywar 
strike” in Hanoi. It distributed leaflets, supposedly 
signed by the Vietminh, that instructed residents 
about property confiscation, monetary changes, and 
the treatment of workers under the new Communist 
regime. The leaflets had their intended effect: Many 
frightened Hanoi residents fled south, and North Viet- 
namese currency dropped in value by 50 percent. 
Vietminh authorities denounced the leaflets as a 
French trick but could not stem the panic among 
property owners, workers, and businessmen. 

In October, the team contaminated the oil supply of 
the Hanoi bus company. The objective: the gradual 
wreckage of the bus engines. Lansdale in his report 
on the mission recalled an unexpected hitch: 


The team had a bad moment when contaminating the oil. 
They had to work quickly at night, in an enclosed storage 
room. Fumes from the contaminant came close to knocking 
them out. Dizzy and weak-kneed, they masked their faces 
with handkerchiefs and completed the job. 


Lansdale’s agents also devised more ambitious 
projects. A special technical team gathered detailed 
notes on potential Hanoi targets for future para- 
military operations. The team wanted to sabotage the 
city’s power plant, water facilities, harbor, and 
bridge but were prevented from doing so by the 
Geneva regulations. The CIA's “coup de grace,” in 
Lansdale’s opinion, was the infiltration of a 
U.S.-trained Vietnamese paramilitary team into the 
North. For months agents cached eight and a half 
tons of arms and equipment in northern areas not yet 
taken over by the Vietminh. The paramilitary team ` 
infiltrated through the port at Haiphong, then 
jammed with French evacuees and refugees. Lans- 
dale praised the U.S. Air Force pilots who smuggled 
shipments of arms secretly into Vietnam, where CIA 
officers “did coolie labor in manhandling tons of 
cargo, at times working throughout the night.” By 
January, Lansdale proudly surveyed the results. The 
paramilitary team was in place in the North, had 
adopted civilian covers, and was ready for a general 
uprising against the Vietminh regime. It never came. 











The exodus begins 





When negotiations at Geneva provided for 300 days 
_ of free movement between the zones of the North and 
South, the negotiators probably did not foresee the 
ramifications. Their action sparked an exodus from 
the Vietminh zone of nearly 1 million Vietnamese ref- 
ugees, most of them destitute. Men, women, children, 
entire families, and even whole villages pulled up 
roots from ancestral homes in the North to seek new 
lives in the “free zone” of the South. 

This vast movement of people, unprecedented at 
' the time, received worldwide attention. There was an 
international outpouring of sympathy for the hun- 
dreds of thousands of refugees trying to escape the 
“bamboo curtain” of the seventeenth parallel. The 
flight of the refugees, hailed as a massive popular re- 
jection of Communist rule in the North, had its strong- 
est impact in the United States. Newspapers and 
magazines across the country carried such headlines 
as “Pilgrims of the East,” “Slow Boat to Freedom,” 
and “Tragic Flight.” The sheer magnitude of the refu- 
gee problem, more than amy other event of the In- 
dochina War, focused the attention of the American 
public on the crisis in Vietnam. It also awakened 
Americans in an emotional way to the issue of Com- 
munist expansion in Southeast Asia and the uncer- 
tain future of a divided Vietnam. 

The number of refugees shocked the French. They 
had offered transportation south to any Vietnamese 
requesting assistance but had estimated that no more 
than thirty thousand, mostly landlords and business. 
men, would take up their offer. From the beginning, 


Colonel Edward 
Lansdale ofthe 
USAF and CIA (cen- 
ter) receives the Dis- 
tinguished Service 
Medal on January 
8, 1957. Lansdale 
directed various 
psychological war- 
fare projects in Viet- 
nam during the 
mid-1950s. To Lans- 
dale's right is CIA 
Director Allen 
Dulles. 


French air and naval resources were stretched to the 
limit by the thousands of refugees flowing daily into 
the port at Haiphong. The city quickly became 
swamped with people unable to find shelter. Food 
and medicine could be had only at a premium. Every 
day the situation deteriorated. 

Other nations also stepped in to help: Great Brit- 
ain, Nationalist China, and the United States. Ships of 
the U.S. Seventh Fleet arrived in Haiphong with tons 
of medical and food supplies. Private relief agencies 
also took part in dispensing aid and assistance to the 
refugees. Behind American aid, there was clearly an 
anti-Communist motivation. Harold Stassen, director 
of the Foreign Operations Administration, emphat- 
ically stated the American position: “We are glad to 
give assistance in this voluntary movement of people 
who wish to escape being forced to live in an area 
under Communist domination.” 





“The Blessed Virgin is 
moving south” 
The refugees were primarily Catholic. It is estimated 
that 60 percent cf North Vietnam's 1.5 million Catho- 
lics joined the throng of refugees. Many of the Catho- 
lics came from the bishoprics of Phat Diem and Bui 
Chu fifty miles from Haiphong. They represented a 
legacy of French colonial rule and energetic mis- 
sionary work by the Catholic church. Most Catholics 
were militant anti-Communists who had allied them- 
selves with the French during the war. Now that the 
French were leaving for good, the bishops and 
priests, leaders of their congregations, were all too 
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Exodus to the South 


Catholic peasants from the Red River Delta 
scramble through the window of a crowded 
refugee train headed for Haiphong, where 
they expect to board ships for Saigon (left). 


The United States Navy supplied food, 
medical care, and transportation for hun- 
dreds of thousands of North Vietnamese 
refugees in 1954. Here crew members ap- 
ply DDT to refugees exposed to lice in over 
crowded refugee camps (right). 


Dr. Tom Dooley, who became something of 
an American hero for his role in helping 
tens of thousands of refugees attempting to 
flee North Vietnam in 1954 (far right). A 
U.S. naval officer, Dooley spent two years 
in Vietnam and three in Laos providing 
medical care to peasants in cities and re- 
mote villages. He died of cancer in 1961 at 
the age of thirty-four. 


Along roads in the Red River Delta, anx- 
ious refugees, their few possessions in tow, 
hurry toward embarkation points on the 
coast. 























aware of the possibilities of life under Communist 
rule: lack of religious freedom and reprisals for col- 
laborating with the French. Gruesome tales circu- 
lated among Catholics about Vietminh persecutions 
during the war. Father Denis Paquette, a French 
priest expelled from North Vietnam, recounted ugly 
incidents of Vietminh retaliation against church 
leaders: 


Some [priests] were hanged by their thumbs or feet and 
flogged with a thorned twig. More than one hundred 
thorns were taken from the body of one priest after he was 
whipped this way. Some were put in a stable with pigs ... 
or chained for weeks or months. 


The high proportion of Catholics among the refu- 
gees increased the American public's already sub- 
stantial interest in the refugees' welfare. No Ameri- 
can more poignantly described the refugees than Dr. 
Tom Dooley, a young U.S. naval officer. Dooley's 
experiences in Vietnam administering aid to the refu- 
gees, told in his book Deliver Us From Evil, trans- 
formed him in the eyes of many Americans into a 
champion of religious freedom and democracy. 
Dooley, an ardent Christian and vigorous 
anti-Communist, wrote impassioned accounts of the 
arrival in Haiphong of weary Catholic refugees from 
Phat Diem: 


They hoisted, on a broken spar, their own drenched flag; 
a flag they had hidden for years.... Their symbol, their 
emblem, their heraldry ... a yellow and gold flag dis- 
playing the Pope's tiara and the keys of St. Peter. 


Dooley, one of the ten most admired Americans in 
a 1960 Gallup poll, also depicted the tide of refugees 
as a spontaneous break for freedom: 


It is impossible not to respect their driving compulsion for 
freedom, impossible not to admire the story of such a val- 
iont people. ... [The] difference between them and us is 
that we have our freedom and our hearts command us to 
keep it. The Vietnamese does not possess it and his heart's 
command is to struggle against all odds to achieve it. 


Others, like Bernard Fall, a French writer, main- i 


tained that the exodus was not so spontaneous after 
all. He accused the U.S. of promoting the mass flight 
through “an extremely intensive, well-conducted, 
and, in terms of its objective, very successful psycho- 
logical warfare operation.” For example, American 
propaganda appealed to the Catholics with such 
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themes as “Christ has gone to the South” and the 
“Virgin Mary has departed from the North.” 

The U.S. rationale for encouraging the refugees 
was twofold: to offset the North's population edge in 
the projected reunification elections and to provide 
Ngo Dinh Diem's shaky Catholic regime in the South 
with anti-Communist Catholic support. Diem himself 
went to Hanoi in the summer of 1954 to whip up Cath- 
olic sentiment for resettling in the South. U.S. Informa- 
tion Agency (USIA) propaganda was not subtle. Psy- 
war teams distributed posters showing Communists 
closing a cathedral and forcing the congregation to 
pray under a picture of Ho Chi Minh. The caption 
read: “Make Your Choice.” 





Haiphong: escape route 
to freedom 





When refugees surged into Haiphong, they encoun- 
tered the chaos of an overcrowded and hostile city. 
By August 10, 1954, an estimated two hundred thou- 
sand refugees were encamped at Hanoi and Hai- 
phong awaiting evacuation. Most had sold all their 
possessions and were making the best of life in the 
streets. Refugees were often subjected to catcalls and 
even physical abuse by Vietminh cadres. However, 
they patiently waited their turn to board an evac- 
uation ship. The memories of war and terror they 
were putting behind them gave them courage to bear 
any affront. Ngo Yan Hoi was typical in expressing 
no regret about leaving: “Some of my family were 
killed by the French bombings and by the Vietminh. 
And then we were forbidden to go to church.” 

Day after day, until the free movement period 
ended in May 1955, French and U.S. ships made 
trips, nearly five hundred in all, carrying refugees 
south to Saigon. Often, smaller shuttle boats landed 
on beaches to pick up refugees for transfer to larger 
vessels standing by off the coast. Howard R. Simpson, 
a press officer with the USIA, witnessed one such op- 
eration on a beach near Haiphong. Tired refugees 
piled out of trucks, eagerly watching for the French 
landing craft moving toward the beach. A contingent 
of U.S. Marines moved among the refugees to assist 
in loading. The marines searched the refugees’ few 
belongings, making sure no weapons or explosives 
would be smuggled on board. Finally, the 
long-awaited moment came: The boat was ready for 
boarding. A stream of refugees eased up the metal 
ramp onto the cramped, steaming deck of the vessel. 











In a day or so, the refugees would be in Saigon. 
There, their dramatic story, resettlement in a new 
land, would continue. Simpson, as he watched this 
small episode of the greatest exodus Southeast Asia 
had ever seen, breathed a sigh of relief: 


The LSM [landing craft] filled with refugees. Its 
tongue-like ramp withdrew into its bow as the bow doors 
swung to. The whole beach seemed to vibrate under the 
strain of the LSM's engine as the stern swung out and the 
bow grated free of the beach. One hundred and sev- 
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On board the Polish steamship Kilinski, a member of a 
Vietminh unit of elephant-mounted soldiers on his way to 
North Vietnam. The Vietminh used elephants to bear supplies | 
and weapons, especially in the rugged jungle terrain in 
Laos. 


enty-eight more refugees were leaving the Communist 
zone. As the loaded LSM headed downstream, an empty 
one headed in for shore and another load. The Com- 


munists were one day closer 











Tino Revolution Contimumes 


The dramatic story of North Vietnam's emer- 
gence from the wreckage of the First Indochina 
War into one of the most powerful states in 
Southeast Asia contains elements that would ap- 
peal to Americans, much as they might abhor the 
methods employed. Within five years after Ge- 
neva, Ho Chi Minh's war-ravaged zone, with 55 
percent of Vietnam’s population but only 30 per- 
cent of its agricultural land, achieved a rate of eco- 
nomic recovery and industrial growth that took 
other nations in similar circumstances decades to 

_ reach. The North Vietnamese, starting with almost 
nothing, exhibited initiative, drive, and ingenuity, 
qualities Americans generally admire. 

Here, in some ways, was a success story. But 
few Americans ever read or heard about it. In the 
cold war 1950s, Americans were too preoccupied 
with crises in other less remote areas of the 
world: Cuba, Berlin. the Suez Canal, and Algeria. 
For a time in 1954, the shocking events of the 
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refugee crisis had filled the front pages of news- 
papers across the nation. Yet this was not 1975. The 
refugees were not bound for the United States but for 
South Vietnam. 

As the flow of refugees slowed to a trickle in the 
spring of 1955, scant attention was paid to the contin- 
uing problems and “revolutionary” transformation of 
North Vietnam. The architects of that revolution—Ho 
Chi Minh, Pham Van Dong, Le Duan, and Vo Nguyen 
Giap—remained equally unfamiliar to the world be- 
yond the seventeenth parallel. But in little more than 
ten years the achievements and goals of the leaders of 
that once seemingly far-off Asian land would impress 
themselves upon Americans in a most compelling 
way: in the form of the longest, most expensive, and 
most destructive conflict in American history. 








A call for solidarity 





As He Chi Minh contemplated the problems facing 
the North, he never wavered in his long-held con- 
viction that a revolution, guided by Communist prin- 
ciples of political, social, and economic reorganiza- 
tion, was the key to building a vigorous, independent 
Vietnam. It never occurred to him to try to turn back 
the clock to Vietnam's “romantic” imperial past, 
when emperors from the sacred precincts of a “for- 
bidden city” governed a country of peasant-farmers 
and tradition-bound villages. For better or worse, 
French colonialism forced upon the Vietnamese an 
irrevocable break with their traditional past. 

Ho chose the festive occasion of the New Year's 
Day celebrations on January 1, 1955, to proclaim the 
beginning of North Vietnam's war reconstruction and 
to outline the revolutionary tasks of the party and the 
people. He delivered his address on a sixty-foot-high 
parade reviewing stand in front of a gigantic portrait 
of “Uncle Ho.” Flanked by other party leaders, Ho 
proudly watched as military units and civilian organ- 
izations filed by waving flags and carrying big- 
ger-than-life pictures of Marx, Lenin, Stalin, Mao, 
and other Communist heroes. Encouraged by the en- 
thusiasm of the crowds, Ho announced a two-point 
program for rebuilding the North and realizing the 
objectives of the revolution. 


We shall endeavor to restore our economy, agriculture, 
commerce, industry, and transport, gradually to raise our 








Preceding page. At an agricultural cooperative in Ha Tay, 
North Vietnam's President Ho Chi Minh helps peasants pre- 
pare farm land for irrigation. 
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people's living standards. We shall continue our work of 
mobilizing the masses for land rent reduction and land re- 
form in order to put the slogan ‘land to the tillers’ into 
practice. 


Ho's optimistic assessment of the country's pros- 
pects found a receptive audience. With the charac- 
teristic determination that had carried them through 
the war against the French, the North Vietnamese 
were ready to shoulder the burden of economic re- 
covery and the revitalization of a devastated coun- 
tryside. But difficult times lay ahead. Repairing what 
the war had destroyed would require great effort and 
sacrifice. A still heavier price was being asked of the 
people. According to Ho's Communist blueprint, it 
would be necessary to postpone political freedom for 
the masses in favor of the party's chief concern: an 
economically self-sufficient Socialist state. 





Heroes of the revolution 





Politically, the Vietminh established the type of gov- 
ernment their supporters had expected and the refu- 
gees had feared: an authoritarian, Communist re- 
gime. After the August Revolution of 1945, Ho had 
instituted numerous features of representative gov- 
ernment, such as a National Assembly of popularly 
elected officials, in part to counter French charges 
that the Vietminh represented a Communist-inspired 
insurrection and not a broad-based nationalist 
movement. 

Now that the French were evicted, Ho established 
an authoritarian government that shared no power 
with non-Communists, tolerated no opposition par- 
ties, and made no pretense about securing a popular’ 
democratic mandate for its policies. Truong Chinh, 
secretary of the North Vietnamese Communist party, 
went so far as to identify communism with patriotism, 
denying the claims of non-Communist opposition 
parties to a legitimate share of political power: 


Patriotism cannot be separated from internationalism. The 
Communist doctrine is indeed the synonym of patriotism 
... sincere patriots are militant Communists. 


In the Democratic Republic of North Vietnam, the Na- 
tional Assembly continued to exist, but its members 
soon recognized that their function was pro forma. In 
vain they complained that the “executive branch,” Ho 
and high-level party leaders, displayed a “lack of 
respect” by not implementing laws passed by the 
assembly. 





Genuine political power was wielded only by 
members of the Communist party. Members of the 
party, called cadres, represented in number a frac- 
tion of the population, but their control of government 
was absolute. At every decision-making level, in 
every administrative area, political, economic, or so- 
cial, the cadres held sway. The party hierarchy con- 
sisted of cadres organized in “cells.” Every factory, 


"village, school, city, borough, or army company had 


its own party cell. In addition to the regular party 
machinery, cadres set up new organizations to as- 
sume direction of the general populace. In urban 


areas, cadres formed Street and Inhabitant Pro- 
_ tection Committees to announce and popularize gov- 
ernment decisions dealing with city affairs. Hanoi 
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alone had forty-six hundred block chiefs and deputy 
chiefs, plus three thousand committee members, all 
responsible to the cadres for their performance. 
Under the supervision of the cadres, North Viet- 
namese society gradually assumed a collective as- 
pect in almost every sphere of activity. Yet, collec- 


* tivization was not exactly foreign to the people. 


Communal obligations and social and religious 
groupings had always been an important character- 
istic of village life. In effect, the cadres were devel- 
oping to an extreme degree, even in urban areas, the 
traditionally collective tendencies of village peasants. 

Outside the cities, the cadres fanned out among 


_ thousands of villages to manage reconstruction and 
‚ to bring the revolution to the peasants. They served in 


many ways like those mandarins once honored as 
“heroes of the state,” who had entered the coun- 


tryside with the sometimes frustrating task of adapt- 





ing the ways of Confucianism, Vietnam's ruling ideol- 
ogy, to the circumstances of everyday life. Confucius 
once wrote, “He who is magnanimous wins the multi- 
tude, he who is of good faith is trusted by the people, 
he who is diligent attains his objective, and he who is 
kind can get service from the people.” But French co- 
lonial rule ended the supremacy of the mandarins, 
casting the peasants adrift without leadership, direc- 
tion, or spokesmen for their interests. 

The cadres’ mission was indeed revolutionary. 
Peasants, victims of oppression and corrupt colonial 
officials, were suspicious of outsiders. Yet by their 
moral behavior and dedication to the resistance, the 
cadres gradually acquired the peasants’ confidence. 
During the Indochina War, French reports noted the 
remarkable honesty and loyalty of the cadres in their 
dealings with peasants. French soldiers told of cap- 
turing one cadre, a resistamce tax collector, in a 

“state of extreme malnutrition.” To the amazement of 
his captors, his pockets were stuffed with tax receipts, 
money he refused to spend despite his dire condition. 
Such stories are reminiscent of those peasants once 
passed on about the virtue of the mandarins. 

To establish rapport with the peasants, the cadres 
diligently practiced the “three withs”: to eat with the 
peasants, live with the peasants, and work with the 
peasants. According to Ho Chi Minh, “only by so 


On January 1, 1955, a parade of over one hundred thousand 
people wound slowly through Hanoi to celebrate the return to 
Hanoi of President Ho Chi Minh and other leaders of the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Here, as part of the parade, 
Vietminh veterans of the Indochina War pass Ho's reviewing 
stand at Ba Dinh Square. 

















doing can we get acquainted with their living condi- 
tions and understand their difficulties .. . their aspira- 
tions.’ The cadres, like the mandarins, were not 
above using coercion to obtain peasant cooperation, 
but they succeeded primarily by their self-discipline 
and devotion to values the peasants esteemed: fam- 
ily, community, and hard work. In return, many peas- 
ants respected the cadres, so unlike their former colo- 
nial masters, as “heroes of the revolution.” 





The toil of the masses 


In 1955 Ho's cadres organized battalions of peasant 
workers to reconstruct the French-built railway line 
linking Hanoi with the Chinese border at Lang Son. 
The French had spent millions of francs to develop an 
efficient railroad, canal, and roadway network, but 
the war had battered it to ruin. Most of the steel from 
the rails and trains had been stripped to supply the 
Vietminh war industry. A third of the permanent way 
had been incorporated into the surrounding rice 
fields or had been cut by deep trenches. 

With the cadres relentlessly driving them, eighty 
thousand workers rebuilt in six months a railroad that 
had taken the French ten years to construct. The hec- 
tic pace of the project demanded that the workers la- 
bor around the clock to repair roadbeds, dams, and 
hundreds of demolished bridges. The toll in deaths 
and injuries was high. Exhaustion and malnutrition 
were common among the workers, and medical care 
was insufficient. Still, the railroad proved a valuable 
investment. It linked North Vietnam not only with the 
Chinese rail system but also with overland routes to 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Over these 
rails in the next two decades, billions of dollars worth 
of Communist bloc military hardware and industrial 
equipment would reach North Vietnam, fueling its re- 
covery and later its war against the South. 

Vietminh leaders learned on important lesson from 
the massive Lang Son railroad project. Although 
peasant workers were readily available, only limited 
accomplishments were possible using masses of un- 
skilled labor. Technicians, equipment, and railroad 
stock were in critically short supply, and North Viet- 
nam's crippled economy could not fill the void left by 
the exodus of French technicians, industrialists, and 
trained managers. Since South Vietnam refused all 
economic and trade connections with the North, Ho's 
regime turned to Communist China and the Soviet 
Union for help. 
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Close ties with China seemed a logical move. 
China had recently expelled colonial influence and ' 
had experienced a Communist revolution of its own. 
After Mao's victory over Chiang Kai-shek in 1949, his ` 
regime offered valuable assistance to Vietminh insur- | 
gents in the North, a turning point in their war — 
against the French. China, with its large peasant 
population and war-torn countryside, also provided 
a model for North Vietnam in dealing with problems ` 
of modernization and Socialist development. 

But North Vietnam's ties to China were much older 
than those forged by communism. For two thousand 
years, Vietnam had belonged to China's cultural and 
political sphere, sharing its Confucian ideology, tech- 
nology, and institutions. China was Asia's overlord, 
and Vietnam, like other small countries along China's 
borders, paid the powerful Middle Kingdom its due in 
tribute and respect. In turn, Vietnam could look to 
China for help in countering foreign aggression or 
recovering from natural disasters. 

China responded generously to North Vietnam's 
requests for economic assistance. In June 1955, Ho 
arrived in Peking for economic talks and was person- 
ally greeted by Mao Tse-tung at the airport—an 
honor not even extended to Nikita Khrushchev. Ac- 
companied by his ministers of finance, industry, agri- 
culture, education, and health, Ho signed a treaty of 
friendship by which China pledged $200 million in 
aid to North Vietnam, including equipment for repair- 
ing and constructing roads, railroads, waterworks, 
and postal services. Soon Chinese technicians were 
busy supervising all sorts of nonmilitary reconstruc- 
tion programs throughout the North. 

Between 1955 and 1960, Chinese aid to Vietnam 
would total $225 million, more than that from any 
other country. China, in addition to fostering “good 
will” with a fellow Communist regime, had its own 
motives for nurturing Ho's government. Mao hoped 
that a Chinese-supported regime in North Vietnam 
could serve as a buffer to protect China's southern | 
borders and to prevent domination of Southeast Asia 
by either the Soviet Union or the United States. As for 
Ho, he accepted Chinese aid graciously but warily. 
Like Vietnam's independent-minded emperors who 
unflaggingly resisted Chinese aggressive designs, 
Ho was not about to compromise Vietnam's freedom 
of action. 





Ho Chi Minh (right) and Mao Tse-tung exchange a friendly 
toast at a Peking reception in Ho's honor during the summer 
of 1955, when Ho negotiated a major aid agreement with 
China. 











Ho did not confine his pleas for aid to China. He also 
| sought substantial grants of industrial equipment, 
machinery, and technical advice from his “Socialist 
brothers” in the Soviet Union. Ho's relations with the 
people in power in the Soviet Union were personal, 
| cordial, and long lasting. By training and inclination, 
| he had warm feelings for the Soviet Union, the leader 
| of the Socialist camp and the land of Lenin, his idol. 
| During his youthful sojourn in Moscow, Ho had wit- 
| nessed the beginning of the Soviet Union's metamor- 
phosis from an underdeveloped country of peasants 
into one of the world’s industrial powers. For Ho there 
was never any question that there was much to learn 
and gain from close relations with Moscow. 
Ho's choice of the Soviet Union as a model for in- 
dustrial development had far-reaching con- 








Workers put the finishing touches on the Long Bien Bridge on 
the outskirts of Hanoi. Despite long hours, food shortages, dis- 
ease, and oppressive heat, work teams like these rebuilt 
North Vietnam's war-damaged bridges and roads in remark- 
ably brief time. 
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sequences for North Vietnam. He was firmly con- 
vinced that the country’s future depended not on 
agriculture but on technological advamcement and a 
solid industrial base. As for the role of industry in the 
Socialist revolution, Ho followed the teachings of 
Lenin, who wrote: “The only possible foundation of 
socialism is large-scale machine industry. Whoever 
forgets this is no Communist.” North Vietnam was al- 
ready experiencing a severe famine and desperately 
needed industrial exports to purchase rice and other 
foods from abroad to compensate for its severely lim- 
ited agricultural output. Ho was also keenly aware 
that industrialization on the grand scale he was plan- 
ning required a radical, revolutionary shift in the 
North's traditionally agricultural economy. There 
were relatively few artisans and industries in pre- 
colonial Vietnam. Farming Vietnam's fertile rice 
lands was the primary occupation of peasants, and 
rice was the nation's chief resource. 

After their success in China, Ho and his economic 
ministers journeyed to Moscow where they were 
feted by Soviet dignitaries. Curious Muscovite shop- 
pers lined the streets to catch a glimpse of the new 
Communist celebrity. He rode in a slow-moving open 
car adorned with flowers, followed by a fleet of black 
limousines containing Nikita Khrushchev and other 
party leaders. The Russians, charmed by Ho and his 
entourage, pledged $100 million in economic aid. 
They also arranged credit for an emergency pur- 
chase of 50,000 tons of Burmese rice to relieve the 
famine threatening North Vietnam in 1955. This 
helped to offset the cutoff of 250,000 tons of rice sales 
to the North by the Diem regime, which hoped that 
food shortages would lead to political troubles for Ho. 

The Soviets shipped a wide array of economic and 
industrial aid to North Vietnam: mining equipment to 
tap the North's abundant coal and mineral deposits, 
machine tools, factory facilities, fish canning and 
freezing plants. Like the Chinese, the Soviets sent 
along technicians, engineers, teachers, and man- 
agers to instruct the North Vietnamese in operating 
the machinery and organizing industrial projects. 

The Soviet Union had an ulterior motive for its aid 


- to North Vietnam. One Soviet technician was quoted 


as telling a North Vietnamese official, “Up to now you 
are the only tropical country of the Socialist camp.” 
For Soviet strategists, North Vietnam could serve as a 
unique laboratory for the development of Soviet bloc 
equipment and techniques to be used in other tropi- 
cal areas. The DRV also represented a Communist 
wedge into the Southeast Asian mainland. 
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Although Ho Chi Minh was substantially indebted 
to his Socialist benefactors, the Soviet Union and 
China, he never became a puppet of any foreign 
power, as his critics often suggested. U.S. Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson once called Ho a “mortal 
enemy of native independence in Indochina.” Yet Ho, 
like Tito in Yugoslavia, proved that a synthesis of 
communism and nationalism could provide a work- 
able basis for an independent regime. History has 
shown that neither Ho nor his government ever 
slipped into the “hip pocket” of either the Soviet 
Union or China. Rather, when circumstances permit- 
ted, Ho deftly picked their pockets to satisfy the inter- 
nal needs and goals of North Vietnam. While wel- 
coming foreign aid, Ho and the party sought to 
develop an economy that could be maintained solely, 
if necessary, by the North Vietnamese themselves. 

The North's determination to avoid a new colonial- 
ism, particularly by the ever-threatening Chinese, is 
best illustrated by the steadily diminishing share of 
foreign aid in its budget. From 1955 to 1961, the per- 


< centage of foreign aid in the total budget dropped 


from 65.3 percent to 19.9 percent. North Vietnam's in- 
creasing independence from foreign economic in- 
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fluence also presented Ho with a made-to-order 
propaganda weapon against South Vietnam, where 
the United States was financing a large part of the 
Diem regime’s budget. In the propaganda war be- 
tween North and South, many Vietnamese found it 
difficult to refute the charge that South Vietnam was 
degenerating into complete dependence on U.S. eco- 
nomic and political support. 





Mountain tribesmen and socialism 





Perhaps the brightest innovation of the DRV's recon- 
struction and social policies was its enlightened treat- 
ment of the mountain tribes in the highlands of north- 
ern and central Vietnam. These tribes are for the 
most part culturally and racially distinct from the 
Vietnamese. For centuries the Vietnamese simply ig- 
nored the tribal peoples of the high country, whom 
they derogatorily called “moi,” or savages. The 
tribes, left to their own devices, lived in isolation and 





Haiphong, North Vietnam's principal port. After the French 
withdrawal in 1954, Haiphong’s silt-laden harbor was 
cleared with Chinese and Soviet aid, and its docks and ship- 
building yards were modernized. 




















practiced rudimentary subsistence farming. They 
were led by fiercely independent chiefs who exer- 
cised feudal powers in their highland domains. 

The outbreak of hostilities between the French and 
the Vietminh in 1946 abruptly ended the mountain 
tribes’ isolation. General Giap concluded that “to 
seize and control the highlands is to solve the whole 
problem of southern Vietnam.” Soon French and 
Vietminh agents were wooing the mountain tribes 
whose valor and knowledge of the rugged terrain 
made them invaluable allies in the guerrilla fighting. 
Tribal chiefs, often courted by both sides with gifts, 
weapons, and supplies, were notorious for switching 
allegiance to the highest bidder. But the Vietminh 
won significant tribal loyalty by promising to give the 
stubbornly independent montagnards regional au- 
tonomy and economic assistance atter the war. 

In 1955 Ho Chi Minh moved to keep that promise 
by establishing the first of three tribal autonomous 
zones. Additional legislation eventually guaranteed 
the right of the tribes to preserve their own customs, 


| languages, and writing systems. Politically, the mon- 


tagnards acquired the right to representation in the 
National Assembly ond an opportunity to replace 
their feudal chiefs, whose harsh tactics they resented, 
with locally elected tribal councils. A member of one 
tribe gave an example of the excessive powers that 
many a chief wielded over the people: 


We all had to work his land for him. If he wanted anything 
at all, from building a hencoop to building a house, from 
plowing his paddy field to threshing the harvest, we had 
to do it for him. If he sees a nice, strong buffalo he just tells 
you to drive it over to his house. If he finds a nice pot in 
your house, just send it over he says, and you send it over, 
because there's nothing else to do. 


Ho also made good on the promise of economic 
and technical aid to the relatively impoverished 
tribes. He invited selected tribesmen to Hanoi where 
they were trained as teachers, medical technicians, 
and administrators. North Vietnamese military advis- 
ers also incorporated specially trained montagnards 
into regular units of the army. 

The DRV's minority policies were genuinely pro- 
gressive and even revolutionary, considering tradi- 
tional Vietnamese racial animosity toward the moun- 
tain people. The government's intentions, however, 
were not entirely humanitarian. Their tribal allies 
during the war against the French had shown their 
usefulness in enabling the Vietminh to operate freely 
in the northern highlands, which served as a direct 
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gateway to the southern highlands and the Mekong 
Delta. In the event of war or insurrection in South 
Vietnam, Vietminh strategists were counting on the 
tribes to support guerrilla bases, defend supply lines, 
and provide unimpeded passage to troops on their 
way south. The cadres also recruited agents from 
northern tribes to propagandize and foment dis- 
content among their tribal cousins in South Viemam. 
As early as 1957, American social scientists warned 
the Diem government of Communist activity in the 
southern highlands, but little was done. As a result, 
when war erupted in 1960 well-armed anti-Diem 
montagnard units were already operating on South 
Vietnamese territory. 
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Road building: Construction in 1959 of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, 
which was used to move troops and supplies from the North 
lo the South, required clearing and cutting through the exten- 
sive forests of the Truong Son Mountains. 


Land reform: 
| “sky splitting and earthshaking” 


Ho Chi Minh intended the keystone of socialism in the 
North to be his campaign for land reform. With the 
departure of the French, land reform posed problems 
for both the North and South. The roots of these prob- 
lems went far back in Vietnamese history. For the 
emperors, land reform had been a perennial issue. 


Landlords able to buy land from peasants impover- 
ished by poor crops or other catastrophes continually 
built up large estates. This forced many peasants, 
dispossessed of their only means of livelihood, to la- 
bor as sharecroppers or tenants on land they had 
once owned. The greatest emperors tried to solve the 
problem by confiscating all arable land and redis- 
tributing it among the entire population. But even 
such drastic measures proved temporary solutions at 
best. Inevitably, successful farmers would again ex- 
ploit their neighbors' misfortunes to expand their es- 
tates and to form a new landlord class. 

Actually, in North Vietnam in 1954 land reform in 
the traditional sense did not appear necessary. Un- 
like South Vietnam, where 2.5 percent of the land- 
lords owned half the cultivated land and many peas- 
ants were landless, in the North 98 percent of the 
farmers owned their farms. In addition, the flight of 
nearly a million refugees to the South had freed tens 
of thousands of acres of already developed land for 
distribution to the landless peasants. But Ho had 
something else in mind, a socialist twist to traditional 
land reform. His revolutionary objective was not a 
peasant class of private landowners but the collec- 
tivization of agricultural lands under state ownership. 
The party knew that the road toward socialized agri- 
culture would be long and that intermediate stages 
would have to precede it. First on the agenda was 
the abolition of landlordism. Next, landless and poor 
peasants were to own the land distributed to them. 
But the party foresaw that when all the land was di- 
vided among the peasant population, most families 
would not own enough to feed themselves. The party 
also knew that peasants, hard-pressed and with no 
other option, would eventually turn to collectivization 
as the only viable alternative. 

Communist party Secretary Truong Chinh directed 
the land reform campaign. He was assisted not by 
regular administrative organs but by special land re- 
form committees and battalions of cadres indoctri- 
nated for the purpose. In dispatching the cadres to 
the countryside, Ho Chi Minh compared their role to 
that of the soldiers of the resistance: 


In the coming mass mobilization drives for land reform, 
those among you who perform outstanding deeds will be 
awarded medals, just like soldiers fighting the enemy. 


Truong Chinh was a strong advocate of Maoist 
revolutionary tactics. Mao’s technique for land reform 
was to initiate a cadre-directed, peasant campaign 
of terror to eradicate landlords through "people's 
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committee” trials, executions, and imprisonment. 
Since Mao had to contend with entrenched and pow- 
erful landlords who, like warlords, commanded their 
own armies and generally oppressed the peasantry, 
such extreme methods seem somewhat justifiable. But 
their application to North Vietnam was totally inap- 
propriate since the number of true landlords was 
small. Their principal effect was tragic overkill: un- 
restrained terror, fear, and injustice. 





“To right a wrong, one should 
exceed the limit of the right” 


—Mao Tse-tung 





To identify landlords, the “enemies of the people,” the 
cadres, many inexperienced in land reform adminis- 
tration, divided the rural population into five cate- 
gories: landlords, rich peasants, middle peasants, 
poor peasants, and landless laborers. The cadres 
collected evidence of landlord crimes by entering vil- 
lages disguised as poor peasants. According to 
Hoang Van Chi, a former member of the Vietminh re- 
sistance and a firsthand observer of the land reform 
process, the cadres were meticulously thorough in 
gathering incriminating details about landlords for 
presentation to the people's court: 


The cadres usually stayed from two to three months, and 
the peasants were very pleased to have them since they 
worked without accepting payment. They demanded to 
know every detail in the lives of their hosts, showing par- 
ticular interest and sympathy when they heard of any past 
misfortunes which the peasants had suffered. Before very 
long their hosts took them completely into their confidence 
and opened their hearts to them. ... The next step was to 
make these peasants understand that there was only one 
way of improving their lives; namely to side with the party 
and attack the despicable exploiters who were respon- 
sible for all the misery in the village. 


Once the cadres had enough damning evidence 
against villagers suspected of landlordism, peasants 
were mobilized to denounce the accused in a 
people's court. Chinese advisers, experts in the ways 
of Mao, assisted the cadres in conducting mass trials 
in which defendants were denied legal counsel or the 
right to appeal their sentences. Most defendants 
faced confiscation of their property or imprisonment, 
but some paid the penalty of death. An angry mob of 
peasants would hurl a multitude of charges at them, 
such as demanding unfair rents, swindling their 
neighbors, or extorting loan-shark rates on loans and 
mortgages. If a defendant confessed, he or she might 
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receive clemency, but admission, whether true or not, 
was no guarantee of a lesser sentence. Sometimes | 
the accusations, published in the party newspaper, 
approached the improbable, if not the ridiculous: 


At Nghia Khe village, in the district of Bac Ninh, landlords 
urged small children to steal documents and to throw 
stones at peasant meetings. In Lieu Son, they persuaded a 
small child to set fire to a peasant's house. More cruelly 
they gave a poisoned cake to some children in Lieu Ha, 
almost killing them. In Van Truong, they urged young Suu, 
aged thirteen, to persuade two other small girls to join her 
in committing suicide by jumping together into a pond. 


It was not unheard of for overzealous cadres, if 
they could not meet their quota of accused landlords, 
to try rich or even middle peasants in their place. The 
paranoia and uncertainty created by these witch 
hunts intensified the villagers’ terror. Irrational fears 
prompted neighbors to denounce each other or in- 
duced family members to testify against one another. 
Such disloyalty, however, violated the traditional 
bonds of close-knit peasant families, and many re- 
sisted the temptation to save themselves at the ex- 
pense of a relative. 

A more brutal tactic was the practice of isolating 

villagers believed connected with landlords or impli- 
cated in a conspiracy of landlordism. The cadres 
subjected them to house arrest. Their neighbors 
treated them as outlaws and lepers, undeserving of 
sympathy. Families locked in their houses received 
no allocations of food so that their only alternative to 
confessing was slow death from starvation. Le Van 
Giao, a refugee, vividly recalled the misery of such 
families: 
There was nothing worse than the starvation of the chil- 
dren in a family whose parents were under the control of 
a land reform team. They isolated the house, and the 
people who lived there would starve. The children were 
all innocent. Should the father be guilty, he could be exe- 
cuted. The children were all innocent. There was nothing 
worse than that. They wanted to see the whole family 
dead. 


If, as the Vietnamese proverb says, “eating is the 
people’s heaven,” isolation victims experienced a liv- 
ing hell. 








“Rectification of errors” 


The ferocity of the land reform, with the number of pris- 
oners swelling to perhaps one hundred thousand, con- 
tinued unabated until the late summer of 1956 when 
orders from party leaders called a halt to the waves of 
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trials, imprisonments, and executions. On August 17, 
1956, in a letter to his “compairiots in the country,” Ho 
Chi Minh himself admitted errors in implementing the 


land reform and promised “corrections”: 


Land reform is a class struggle against the feudalists 
[landlords], an earth-shaking, fierce, and hard revolution 
... a number of our cadres have not thoroughly grasped 
the land reform policy or correctly followed the mass line. 
... All this has caused us to commit errors and meet with 
shortcomings carrying out land reform. ... The correction 
of errors should be resolute and planned. 


In his later report on land reform to party leaders, 
General Vo Nguyen Giap was critical of the reckless 
behavior of many party cadres: 


We attacked the landowning families indiscriminately, ac- 
cording no consideration to those who served the Revolu- 
tion and to those families with sons in the army. We 
showed no indulgence towards landlords who partici- 
pated in the resistance, treating their children in the same 
way as we treated the children of other landlords. We 
made too many deviations and executed too many honest 
people. We attacked on too large a front and 
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Tribespeople (in black headgear) and Vietnamese students 
attend a course in medicine at a school in the Thai-Meo au- 
tonomous region, one of several means by which the Com- 
munists wooed the area's numerous ethnic minorities. 


enemies everywhere, resorted to terror, which became far 
too widespread. 


Reeducated cadres soon went back into the coun- | 
tryside to undo the damage. In addition, the govern- | 
ment announced that twelve thousand people, sen- 
tenced by people's couris, would be released from | 
prisons and labor camps. Radio Hanoi also ex- 
plained that those unjustly condemned would be 
given back their jobs, possessions, and civil rights. 
The party, however, acknowledged that it could not 
erase the agony and deaths of the ten to fifteen thou- | 
sand men, women, and children isolated or executed. | 
As Ho remarked, “One cannot wake the dead.” The | 
government did offer decent graves and public funer- | 
als for unfortunate victims of cadre “errors.” 

In Nghe An Province, however, the government's 
corrective actions came too slowly and too late. 
Farmers and small landowners, reeling from the 
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| shock of land reform, were not satisfied with the 











party's excuses. Farmers in the predominantly Cath- 
olic Quynh Luu district decided to march on party 
headquarters to air their grievances ond demand im- 
mediate redress. Regional troops and party cadres 
arrived to head them off and “to explain to the com- 
patriots the government's policy.” The farmers, 


| furious at the delay, overwhelmed and disarmed the 


troops on the evening of November 5. They then 
turned the tables on the cadres, forcing them to admit 


| publicly their crimes and sign written confessions. 





| Rebellion spreads 





Throughout the following week the rebellion spread 
across the district. By November 14, the government 
decided that the situation was out of hand. Detach- 
ments of battle-hardened troops sealed off the district 
and moved to crush the uprising with force. Whether 
the soldiers felt any hesitation at suppressing mostly 
unarmed peasants is not known, but they acted with 
ruthless efficiency. Western sources claim that about 
one thousand peasants were killed or wounded and 
that several thousand were arrested or deported. A 


A veteran of the war 
against the French, 
with his wife and 
child, attends a 
land reform meeting 
at his home village. 
His sign identifies 
him as “Nguyen 
Van Dinh, landless 
peasant.” 
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refugee from the district of Quynh Luu recalls the 
fighting: 


The situation of the night of November 14 was still con- 
fused; one still heard gunshots throughout the region. 
Being old and unable to take part in the fighting, I must 
bring my children here to take refuge. The other six mem- 
bers of my family remain over there to continue fighting. 
Before my departure, the revolutionary combatants told 
me that in case of failure they will withdraw toward the 
mountainous region, to carry on their guerrilla operations 
against the Communist Vietminh. 


The upheavals of land reform and the violent quell- 
ing of the Nghe An revolt took a heavy toll in lives. 
But despite the apparent sincerity of the rectification 
of errors campaign, the party was satisfied with the 
results of its callous scheme to clear the way of peas- 
ant opposition to collectivization of agriculture. Al- 
most all landlords, as well as thousands of so-called 
rich and medium-income peasants, had been ruined 
and their lands confiscated for distribution. As the 
party knew from the beginning, however, there was 
still not enough land, even after redistribution, for 
peasants to farm at any more than a subsistence 
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level. Because few westerners had access to North 
Vietnamese economic data on land distribution, it is 
difficult to obtain reliable statistics to document the 
results of the land reform program. And since the 
land reform program was a controversial political is- 
sue both in North Vietnam and among western ob- 
servers, statistics vary according to the biases of dif- 
ferent economic studies. The following statistics 
based on a Soviet study show that the poor farmer 
and laborer classes more than any others may have 
benefited substantially from the redistribution of the 
land seized from the landlords: 








Social Class Landholdings (in acres) 
Before After 
redistribution redistribution 
Rich farmer 5 a5) 
Medium farmer 3 is 
Poor farmer 2 3 
Laborer .04 35 





But since the average peasant family needed 2.47 
acres of rice land to earn a decent living, farmers of 


all classes were pushed toward a level at which they 
could produce barely enough to survive. Collec- 
tivization, therefore, became the only alternative to 
subsistence farming. Laborers and poor farmers, 
confronting outright hunger, were the first to be col- 
lectivized. The cadres banded them together into 
“work exchange teams,” which at first carried out 
small agricultural projects in their villages. Soon 
work exchange teams formed small cooperative 
groups, which the government gradually consoli- 
dated into large-scale cooperative farming projects 
in the early 1960s. 

By the end of 1959, 28,775 such cooperatives were 
in operation. Nearly 60 percent of all farming families 
had yielded to state ownership the plots of land 
passed on to them by their ancestors. This repre- 
sented a significant departure from Vietnamese tra- 
dition. Although as much as 50 percent of village 
land was customarily owned by the village, peasants 
leased such land for as long as three years and 
farmed it for themselves. But the traditional dream of 
every peasant was to own a piece of land. This, like 
many other traditions in the “new” Viemam, how- 
ever, was quickly becoming a thing of the past. 











Using rotor-tillers 
from China, these 
Vietnamese farmers 
on an agricultural 
cooperative prepare 
the soil for planting. 
A wide range of 
Chinese agricul- 
tural equipment 
helped North Viet- 
nam recultivate 
thousands of acres 
of rich rice land 
abandoned during 
the war. 














| “We shall achieve unity. ... 
No force in the world can stop us” 


—Pham Van Dong, prime minister of North Vietnam 


Ho Chi Minh did not allow the North's internal prob- 
lems to interfere with his efforts to arrange the reunifi- 
cation elections scheduled for July 1956. In his New 
Year's speech of 1955, Ho expressed unqualified op- 
timism that the elections would take place: 


We shall work closely and broadly from North to South 
and support our southern compatriots in their struggle for 
freedom and democracy in conformity with the Geneva 
Agreement. ... All this work must be done to prepare the 
ground for free general elections for national reunification. 


As the months rolled toward the date for elections, 
however, Ho realized that he had miscalculated in 
his appraisal of the political situation in Vietnam. In 
the South, Diem's regime, with the U.S. behind it, was 
establishing itself as a strong contender for the elec- 
tion. Ho—to his surprise—had underestimated Diem, 
who had struggled successfully with the chaotic state 
of affairs in the South after Geneva. Ho had hoped 
that Diem's government would collapse, leaving the 
North to pick up the pieces and achieve unity by 
default. Yet Diem was not only consolidating his gov- 
ernment but was also feeling secure enough to ex- 
press disagreement over the election provisions of the 
Geneva Agreement, which he had never signed. 
Here was a new and ominous development that Ho, 
for all his experience, had not anticipated. 

Because of Diem's increasingly anti-election posi- 
tion, Ho decided to play what he believed to be his 
trump card: the French. As part of its cease-fire 
agreement with the Vietminh, France had promised 
to arrange and supervise reunification elections. It is 
ironic that Ho, who had seen many French promises 
go untulfilled in the past, should have trusted their 
willingness or ability to come through on elections. 
Yet Ho had seemed firmly persuaded that France 
would not renege on its responsibilities. At the close 
of the Geneva Conference, he issued a statement de- 
manding that “the French government should cor- 
rectly implement the agreements they have signed 
with us.” Later, Premier Pham Van Dong reminded 
the French that so far as Hanoi was concerned, “It 
was with you, the French, that we signed the Geneva 
Agreements and it is up to you to see that they are 
respected.” 








Ho was once again mistaken. Under pressure from 
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the U.S. and the intensely anti-French Diem, France 
was well on its way out of Vietnam by the end of 
1955, militarily and politically. By the time the elec- 
tions were to have taken place, France was no longer 
in a position to exercise more than token influence in 
Vietnamese affairs, much less to guarantee elections. 

With France out of the election picture, Ho again 
altered his tactics. Hanoi sent numerous telegrams to 
South Vietnam repeating the message: "We demand 
the southern authorities to correctly implement this 
agreement.” Hanoi received no response from Diem. 
Diem's attitude had hardened: “Nothing constructive 
... can be done as long as the Communist regime in 
the North does not permit each Vietnamese citizen to 
enjoy the democratic liberties and the fundamental 
rights of man.” Ho's frustrations with Diem exploded 
in the form of virulent tirades against the United 
States, which backed Diem's intractable stance. On 
July 6, 1956, Ho publicly accused the U.S. of violating 
the Geneva accords and subverting the elections: 


The U.S. imperialists and the pro-American authorities in 
South Vietnam have been plotting to partition our country 
permanently and prevent the holding of free general elec- 
tions as provided for by the Geneva Agreements. 


Ho’s attacks inflamed anti-American sentiment 
among the North Viemamese. Eventually, demon- 
strating public rancor against the U.S. became an 
annual event in North Vietnam, designated “Hate 
America Week.” 

Despite the belligerent tone of Ho's outbursts 
against the U.S. and Diem, there was little he could 
do when the “crisis” date for elections arrived. Amer- 
ican officials in Washington and Saigon feared the 
Communists would use Diem’s refusal to hold the ° 
elections promised by the Geneva accords as a pre- 
text for an attack on the South. But the election dead- 
line of July passed without incident. Last-ditch North 
Vietnamese diplomatic maneuvers to persuade the 
Soviet Union to reconvene Geneva and take up the 
matter of elections were of no avail. 

Ho had made a gamble and lost. For a time North 
Vietnam turned increasingly inward, absorbed by 
the stresses of economic recovery and caught in the 
throes of land reform. But for the restless Vietminh 
cadres who had stayed behind in the South to agitate 
for elections, it appeared time to take matters into 
their own hands. While North Vietnam went about its 
business, the southern cadres’ struggle for unity en- 
tered a different, more violent phase: armed propa- 
ganda and political subversion. 















Le Duan: 
Ho's 
Southern 
Connection 
















The name is little known outside of 
Vietnam. But for the past fifty years, no 
one except Ho Chi Minh himself has done 
more to affect the fate of Vietnam than Le 
Duan. Duan, a native of the South whose 
overriding concern was to liberate his 
homeland, made his career in the North. over of Saigon), Duan personally served Le Duan, first secretary of the Vietnam 
A man of wide political influence, he on him recall orders to the North. Then, as Worker's party central committee, sur- 
never held an important post in Viemam- Binh traveled a lonely trail in Cambodia, A a ee fe 

$ A à 7 2 Congress of Heroes in Resisting U.S. Ag- 
ese government but only in the Commu- Duam’s agents did away with him. Hav- giessien lor National Salva tant BEE ei 
nist (Lao Dong) party to which he devoted ing rid the southern wing of the Vietminh Hanoi in 1966. 
his life. The basic feature of his career, the of other “undesirable” elements, Ducm re- 
almost anonymous exercise of power, stored party control of the resistance in cially appointed to the post. Two years 












suggests the large extent to which a vm- the South. later, after a second clandestine trip to 
guard Communist party based in the When Vietminh troops regrouped to the South, Duam succeeded in convincing 
North controlled the course of the Viet- the North in 1954, Duan stayed in the party leaders that the time was ripe for 
namese Revolution. South. Convinced that the elections prom- Hanoi to assume direction of the expand- 


When the Vietminh seized power in ised by the Geneva accords would never ing insurgency against Diem's govern- 
August of 1945, they freed Duan from the take place, he felt that the Vietminh ment. Infiltration units were soon headed 
French prison on Poulo Condore Island should have finished off the “demoral- south on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 


! where he had been incarcerated for ten ized” French instead of negotiating. An extremist concerning South Viet- 
, of the previous fifteen years. Born in After becoming secretary of the Lao nam, Duan was a moderate on the divi- 
q Quang Tri Province in 1908, Duan had Dong Central Committee for the Southern sive issue of relations with Moscow and 


| joined the outlawed Indochinese Com- Region in 1956, Duan grew increasingly Peking. Like Ho, he realized the impor- 
T munist party in the early 1930s. He later impatient with the “political struggle.” He tance of steering a middle course be- 

T took command of a short-lived “Com- recommended to Hanoi in no uncertain tween the pro-Chinese and pro-Soviet 
| mittee of the South,” which ruled Saigon terms that it apply “military pressure” to factions within the party, as well as be- | 
briefly before the French returned atter “succeed in gaining control of South Viet- tween the North's allies in Moscow and 

World War II and drove the Communists nam.” Meanwhile, Duan issued a widely Peking. This pragmatic approach made | 


underground. distributed and influential pamphlet, “The Duan especially valuable to Ho. In 1960 
After rebellion against the French Path to Revolution in the South.” It called Ho installed his fifty-two-year-old lieu- 
broke out in 1946, Duan became the on old Vietminh guerrillas and recruits to tenant as party first secretary, the second 


Communist party's chief political com- form a united front under the aegis of the most powerful post in the Communist 
missar in the South. He adhered strictly to Communist party and to conduct a sys- party. By putting a younger man ahead 
the Vietminh belief that a resistance led tematic propaganda and terror cam- of older officials, President Ho also as- | 


by any entity other than the party was paign against Diem's local administrators sured himself that his second in command | 
destined to fail. When the southern Viet- and province chiefs would not try to supplant him. When Ho | 
minh military commander, Nguyen Binh, Returning to the North in 1957, Duan died at the age of seventy-nine in Sep- | 
was deemed guilty in 1950 of deviating took over many of the responsibilities of tember 1969, the torch passed to Le Duan. | 


from the party line (by attempting a take- party secretary although he was not offi He was still party chairman in 1981 
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In this scene from the film The Quiet Amer- 
ican, pipe bombs set off by Vietnam's Cao 
Dai sect agitators rock the crowded plaza 
outside Saigon’s Continental Hotel during 
the stormy first year of the Diem regime. 
Graham Greene's novel characterized 
Alden Pyle, the “quiet American,” as a 
meddlesome American adviser, danger- 
ously mixed up in Vietnamese politics and 
Cao Dai intrigue, and erroneously deter- 
mined “to do good, to people, to coun- 
tries, to the whole world.” But the film 
transformed Pyle into a genuine American 
hero, an impassioned foe of communism in 
Vietnam. 





Much of the relatively little Americans 
heard about Vietnam during the 1950s 
and early 1960s was not through news- 
papers or television but at the movies. 
With the release of the films The Quiet 
American in 1958 and The Ugly American 
four years later, for the first time the sub- 
ject of Vietnam and America's increasing 
involvement in Southeast Asia reached a 
mass audience in theaters across the 
country. 

Both films were adaptations of con- 
troversial novels, published in the mid- 
1950s, about America's role in Vietnam: 
The Quiet American by Graham Greene 
and The Ugly American by William 
Lederer and Eugene Burdick. Greene's 
novel incurred the wrath of American 
policy makers by attacking their policy of 
exporting American ideology and culture 
to Southeast Asia in an attempt to stop 
communism. Greene cautioned the 
United States against following the 
French in using force in Indochina and 
predicted that communism would ulti- 
mately triumph in Vietnam because it, not 
western-style democracy and capitalism, 
offered solutions to the problems affecting 
millions of peasants. Lederer’s and Bur- 
dick's book aroused furor by accusing the 
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United States of providing the Vietnamese 
with “guns and butter” instead of the 
means of developing a genuine demo- 
cratic alternative to communism. 

Had Hollywood forcefully carried over 
the central themes of the novels into its 
films, perhaps Americans would have 
questioned American policy in Vietnam 
long before the antiwar movement of the 
late 1960s. But Hollywood producers, still 
influenced by the anti-Communist witch 
hunt of Senator Joseph McCarthy, were 
loath to appear critical of America’s cold 
war struggle against communism. As a 
result, Hollywood's version of The Quiet 
American took off where the book ended, 
substantially changing the story from 
criticism of American interference in Viet- 
namese affairs to an indictment of Com- 
munist treachery and aggression in 


Pyle and his antagonist Thomas Fowler, a 
British journalist opposed to American in- 
volvement in Vietnam, visit a Cao Dai 
temple outside Saigon. The Quiet Ameri- 
can was shot on location in and around 
Saigon, even though Greene’s book, a 
dagger-eyed look at American naiveté in 
the fight against Vietnamese communism, 
was officially banned by the South Viet- 
namese government. 
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Southeast Asia. The Ugly American fared 

no better in its Hollywood version. 

Lederer and Burdick's blunt and forceful 
| criticism of American involvement in Viet- 
nam underwent a remarkable transfor- 
mation on the screen, becoming an en- 
dorsement of American intentions in 
Viemam and in other Asian nations 
threatened by communism. 


The Quiet American 
In this passage from Graham Greene’s 








In this scene from The Ugly American, 
Marlon Brando, as Gilbert MacWhite, am- 
bassador to the fictitious Southeast Asian 
country of Sarkhan, seeks shelter from an 
angry mob of anti-American protesters. 
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novel, The Quiet American, Alden Pyle, a 
naive American adviser in Vietnam, dis- 
cusses America's fight against commu- 
nism with Thomas Fowler, a veteran Brit- 
ish journalist hostile to U.S. intervention in 
Vietnamese affairs. 

Fowler: You and your like are trying to 
make a war with the help of people who 
just aren't interested. 

Pyle: They don't want communism. 
Fowler: They want enough rice. They 
don't want to be shot at. They want one 
day to be much as another. They don't 
want our white skins around telling them 
what they want. 

Pyle: If Indochina goes... 

Fowler: I know the record. Siam goes. 
Malaya goes. Indonesia goes. What does 
‘go’ mean? If I believed in your God and 


another life, I'd bet my future harp 
against your golden crown that in five 
hundred years there may be no New 
York or London, but theyll be growing 
paddy in these fields, they'll be carrying 
their produce to market on long poles 
wearing their pointed hats. The small 
boys will be sitting on the butfaloes. I like 
the buffaloes, they don't like our smell, the 
smell of Europeans. And remember—from 
a buffalo's point of view you are a Eu- 
ropean too. 

Pyle: They'll be forced to believe what 
they are told, they won't be allowed to 
think for themselves. 

Fowler: Thought's a luxury. Do you think 
the peasant sits and thinks of God and 
Democracy when he gets inside his mud 
hut at night? 








Pyle: You talk as if the whole country 
were peasant. What about the educated? 
Are they going to be happy? 

Fowler: Oh no, we've brought them up in 
our ideas. We've taught them dangerous 
games, and that's why we are waiting 
here, hoping we don't get our throats cut. 
We deserve to have them cut. 





The Ugly American 





In this passage from the novel The Ugly 
American, Tex Wolchek, a U.S. military 
adviser, and Gilbert MacWhite, a U.S. 
ambassador, discuss the futility of em- 
ploying conventional political and mili- 
tary strategy against Communist guer- 
rillas fighting to control Vietnam during 
the French Indochina War. 


‘Just call me MacWhite, the tall man 
said. His voice was crisp and assured. 

‘Okay, MacWhite. I'll tell you the truth. 
We don't know why the French are los- 
ing. Neither do they. ...’ 

‘All right. ... MacWhite said. "What 
are we doing wrong? 

In the next few minutes, Tex discovered 
that MacWhite understood tactics and 
fighting. He asked tough questions and 
expected hard answers. They stood on 
the side of the road, in the midst of ex- 
haust fumes and dust, talking strategy 
and tactics. 

‘There just isn't any simple answer, 
Tex finally said. "We're fighting a kind of 
war here that I never read about at Com- 
mand and Staf College. Conventional 
weapons just don't work out here. Neither 





do conventional tactics.’ 

‘Well, why don't we start using uncon- 
ventional tactics?’ MacWhite asked. 'Ap- 
parently, the Communists have some the- 
ory behind what they're doing.’ 

‘Armies change slowly, MacWhite, 
Tex said. ‘Ail our tanks and planes and 
cannons arent worth a damn out here. 
We need to fight the way they fight ... but 
no one is quite sure how they fight.’ 





Anti-American protesters attack the limou- 
sine of Ambassador MacWhite. The au- 
thors of The Ugly American focused on 
American “bumbling” as the source of | 
anti-American feelings among Asians; the 
film version presented an altered inter- 
pretation, a reaffirmation of the right- 
eousness of American foreign policy in 
Southeast Asia. 


—— Yo 




















Diem 


March 29, 1955. All day long tension had been 
mounting. Rumors raced throughout Saigon, 
warning of an impending attack by artillery and 
mortar fire. The South Vietnamese forces sta- 
tioned in the city were on full alert, awaiting an 
attack at any time. As was his ritual, Premier Ngo 
Dinh Diem was working late that night in the 
presidential palace. Alone in his office, he wel- 
comed the brief respite to ponder the threat to his 
regime. At midnight, mortar shells rocked the pal- 
ace grounds. Bursts of rifle and machine-gunfire 
broke out in the heart of Saigon, and artillery ex- 
plosions ignited huge fires that lit up the city. A 
battle for Saigon, neither the first nor the last to 
wrack that beautiful city, was underway. 

The attackers were not Communists, the 
enemy Diem had always expected to face, but 
the Binh Xuyen, the mob of gangsters who con- 
trolled most. of Saigon. Their leader, Bay Vien, 
wielded more power and influence in Saigon 
than Diem himself, Like one of the bosses who 








ran gang-land Chicago, he also dominated the Sai- 
gon police, and his henchmen, five to eight thousand 
of them, terrorized the citizens. Now it was only too 
plain that Bay Vien wanted to own one last piece of 
Saigon, namely Diem and his shaky government. 

For three and a half hours into the early morning 
of the thirtieth, South Viemamese soldiers battled 
hundreds of Binh Xuyen mobsters brandishing 
Tommy guns and assaulting the National Army 
headquarters. The shooting stopped in a stalemate, 
with neither side able to encroach upon the other's 
barricaded territory in the city’s streets. Bodies 
littered the sidewalks. In addition to army and Binh 
Xuyen casualties, innocent bystanders were killed 
and scores injured in the crossfire that raked Sai- 
gon's busiest streets. General Paul Ely, commander 
of the remaining French forces in the South, ar- 
ranged for a truce on March 31. But everyone in Sai- 
gon sensed that the truce was temporary. 


Preceding page. A South Vietnamese soldier wounded by Binh 


Xuyen gunfire. Diem had only four battalions of troops (1600 
men) to counter an attack by over 6,000 Binh Xuyen rebels. 
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As for Diem, holed up in the palace, he must have | 
been wondering how he had ever landed himself in 
such a mess. Three years before, in the seclusion of 
the Maryknoll Seminary in Lakewood, New Jersey, 
his dream of governing a new country, an independ- 
ent Vietnam, had been so appealing. He could not in 
his wildest nightmares have imagined the chaos, vio- 
lence, and banditry that now threatened to over- 
whelm his fledgling administration. Diem had hoped 
to govern a united Vietnam, but the Geneva accords 
had left him with half a nation. After nine months in 
office, his authority over that hardly extended beyond 
a tiny islond of government buildings surrounding the 
palace. Outside the city, where anarchy prevailed, 
the troublesome Hoa Hao and Cao Dai sects were 
masters of several southern and western provinces. 
What they did not control was in the hands of the 
Vietminh. 


A beleaguered premier 


It all must have seemed so ironic to the embattled 
premier. For twenty-five years he had struggled 
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against the French and groomed himself for a lead- 
ership role in an independent Vietnam. Brought up in 
a family descended from a long line of mandarins, 


| Diem had refused a French offer of a scholarship in 
| Paris because he wanted to remain a “pure” Viet- 


namese. Diem later enrolled at the School of Public 
Administration and Law at Hanoi, where he finished 
at the top of his class and received a diploma as a 
ninth-class mandarin. By his early thirties, he was 
minister of the interior in the government of the Em- 
peror Bao Dai. The French ignored his recommenda- 


| tions for a series of reforms to liberalize the colonial 
| government, so Diem broke with them in disgust. 


When the French stripped him of his honors and 
position, Diem vowed “to work more directly for the 
independence of my country.” However, his strict 


| Catholic upbringing (he had once considered be- 


coming a priest) and his hatred of communism pre- 
vented Diem from joining Ho Chi Minh and the 


| Vietminh in 1945 and 1946. Besides, the Communists 


had killed his older brother Ngo Dinh Khoi, a former 
member of the French colonial administration. Many 


In 1954 Bao Dai, running low on money for his extravagant 
lifestyle, sold control of the Saigon police to the leader of the 
Binh Xuyen mobsters, for $] million. Here he is shown in 
France enjoying two of his favorite pleasures; hunting and 
the company of beautiful women. 


times the Vietminh tried to lure him into their organi- 
zation, but Diem consistently refused. Under contin- 
uous French surveillance, he became a patriot with- 
out a movement, a leader without a following, a loner 
in the struggle for independence. Oddly enough, 
Diem was proud of that. 

During World War II, Diem scouted the Japanese 
as potential allies against the French, but the Japa- 
nese had their own imperial designs on Southeast 
Asia and were not interested in creating a free Viet- 
nam. After the war, Ho Chi Minh once more at- 
tempted to attract Diem to the Vietminh, since he 
wanted the support of as many non-Communists as 
possible for his negotiations with the French. When 
Diem confronted Ho in Hanoi, he immediately asked, 
“Why did you kill my brother?” Ho said it had been a 
mistake, suggesting that they forget about the past. | 
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Diem's response, as he later reported it, was em- 
phatic: “I told him [Ho] he was a criminal.” 

The spring of 1950 was the turning point in Diem's 
career. After learning that the Vietminh had sen- 


| tenced him to death in absentia, he went into exile, 





visiting Europe and then traveling to the United 
States. There, in the tranquility of the Maryknoll Sem- 
inary, he mustered his energies for a new campaign 
for Vietnam's independence. He sought to raise 
American awareness of the Vietnam situation by lec- 
turing at universities and talking with political and 
religious leaders, including Francis Cardinal Spell- 
man. With Spellman's name and influence as his 
calling card, Diem gained access to important politi- 
cal circles in Washington. There he met Senator Mike 
Mansfield and Representative John F. Kennedy and 
other congressional leaders. 


A weapons carrier hit by Binh Xuyen mortar fire burns out- 
side Saigon police headquarters on April 28, 1955. 


By 1954, interest in Vietnam was growing in the 
capital. The French were in danger of losing to the 
Vietminh, and the prospect of a Communist takeover 
disturbed Washington's cold warriors. Diem, one of 
the few Vietnamese nationalists familiar to Ameri- 
cans and an anti-Communist at that, made a favor- 
able impression that was not forgotten by U.S. offi- 
cials when the matter of the leadership of South 
Vietnam came up during the Geneva negotiations. 

There is some controversy over whether France or 
the United States was principally responsible for put- 
ting Diem in power. But, according to the Pentagon 
Papers, the Emperor Bao Dai, “urged by America 
and France,” offered Diem the premiership in 1954. 
Diem was ecstatic. His lifelong dream of leading an 
independent Vietnam seemed about to come true. 
Bao Dai, head of Vietnam's French-supported gov- 
ernment, had been enjoying the good life in Paris 
and elsewhere during the Indochina War. Neither 
the French nor the Americans had much confidence 
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in his ability to handle the tumultuous state of affairs 
in the South. 

Diem was somewhat puzzled by Bao Dai's choice 
of him for the post, especially since his relations with 
the foppish monarch had never been warm. In the 
excitement of the moment, it perhaps never entered 
Diem's mind that Bao Dai was perhaps expecting his 
failure amd hoping that the French might then turn to 
the emperor as their only alternative. Diem, however, 
was determined to make the most of his opportunity 
and at least he knew the Americans were on his side. 





Double-crosses and intrigue 





Things went wrong for Diem from the start. The Gen- 
eva accords, which Diem called a “disgrace,” left 
him only half a nation to build. Although politically 
and economically the South was in a shambles, 
Diem—independent as always—demanded and re- 
ceived assurances from Bao Dai of a free hand in 
establishing a new government. Then it happened, 
the first in a series of crises highlighted by 
double-crosses, intrigue, and outright sabotage. Bao 
Dai, not content to wait for Diem to fail, decided to stir 
up some trouble for his premier. What galled Diem 


| the most was that the French, whose colonial mission 


civilisatrice he had rejected decades ago, were ap- 
parently in league with the former emperor. French 


| diplomats were already calling Diem “bloodthirsty” 
| and would later call him “not only incapable but 


mad.” The instrument of Bao Dai's plot to undercut 
Diem was General Nguyen Van Hinh, chief of staff of 
the Vietnamese National Army. Hinh, like Diem, was 


| a hardline anti-Communist. He had graduated from 


the French Air Academy in 1938 and served with 
French colonial forces in Algeria and Tunisia. Mar- 
ried to a French woman, Hinh had been integrated 
into the Vietnamese National Army in 1952 with the 
rank of brigadier general. 

As a “to-the-ender” partisam in the struggle 
against the Communists even after Geneva, Hinh 
was determined to form a coalition government with 
the anti-Communist sects and the Binh Xuyen crowd 
as a “third force” capable of resisting Communist ag- 
gression. Like most diplomats and military officers in 


l the French camp, Hinh was contemptuous of Diem's 





The fire and smoke of battle envelops Saigon in April 1955 
as refugees newly arrived from the North scatter in search of 
safety. 




















Battle of Saigon, April 28, 1955 
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chances of winning the loyalty of the sects. Diem had 
other ideas, centering around a relatively democratic 
regime with a strong central government. For Diem 
the sects, armed and supplied by the French during 
the war, posed a threat to orderly government and 
could lead the South to anarchy. 

In September 1954, suspecting the flamboyant gen- 
eral's scheme to unseat him, Diem ordered Hinh to 
leave the country for a six-month vacation. Hinh re- 
fused, and Bao Dai promptly ordered Diem to come 
to Paris for “consultation.” When Diem refused, Hinh 
set in motion plans for an October coup. The support 
of the army for his anti-Communist “crusade” was all 
the muscle Hinh felt he needed to succeed. 

With Bao Dai, his army, and his chief of staff ready 
to betray him, Diem assumed that he was on his own 
once more, a leader without followers. But he had 
one friend in intrigue-ridden Saigon, and a shrewd 
one: Colonel Edward Lansdale, CIA. Diem and Lans- 
dale had met shortly after Diem arrived in Saigon. 
Lansdale, who went to the palace to greet the new 
premier personally, remembers the embarrassing 
moment when he asked “a plump man in a white 
suit” where he might find Diem. "I'm Diem,” the man 
replied. Nevertheless, the two had a cordial conver- 


sation, and Diem listened intently to Lansdale, nod- - 


ding his head in agreement. "After that,” Lansdale 
said, "the ice was broken. To me he was a man with 
a terrible burden to carry and in need of friends, and 
I tried to be an honest friend of his.” 

Colonel Lansdale was as good as his word. Just as 
Hinh was poised to pounce on Diem, Lansdale 
stepped in to save the premier. First Lansdale 
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whisked most of Hinh's top officers off to Manila to 
study the counterinsurgency techniques of Philippine 
President Ramón Magsaysay, whom they greatly ad- 
mired. Then the United States government dealt the 
decisive blow to General Hinh's plans. General “Iron 
Mike” O'Daniel, commander of the U.S. Military As- 
sistance and Advisory Group in South Vietnam, in- 
formed Hinh that a coup would provoke a cutoff of 
U.S. aid. Hinh relented and Bao Dai, persuaded by 
U.S. representatives, summoned his rebellious gen- 
eral to France. The coup was averted although it had 
been a close call for Diem. Hinh later boasted that 
“nothing could have opposed the army. ... I had only 
to lift my telephone and the coup d'etat would have 
been over.” 

No sooner was Hinh restrained than the leaders of 
the Hoa Hao and Cao Dai religious sects made their 
bid for power. The sects, with their thousands of sol- 
diers, were sorely in need of the kind of funds for- 
merly provided them by the French. This spurred 
them to discuss with the Diem government the possi- 
bility of merging sect troops into Diem's National 
Army. The Hoa Hao and Cao Dai leaders united in a 
coalition front, wanted what Diem was unwilling to 
bargain away: a share of political power. They de- 
manded that Diem recognize the sects’ existing terri- 
torial autonomy, reserve cabinet posts for them in his 
government, and provide financial subsidies to their 
local operations. 

When the situation began to heat up, Diem's 
“American connection” paid off again. Using 
divide-and-conquer tactics, Diem, with money pro- 
vided by the U.S., dispensed bribes to key sect lead- 
ers to fragment their opposition. According to one es- 
timate, “The total amount of American dollars spent 
on bribes by Diem may well have gone beyond $12 
million.” Diem's piece de resistance was his "per- 
suading” Cao Dai strongman, General Trinh Minh 
The, to switch sides. The, now more than $1 million 
richer, rallied to the government with a flourish, 
marching into Saigon at the head of five thousand 
black uniformed Cao Dai troops. Meanwhile, other 
sect leaders, wondering which would desert to the 
government next, began feuding among themselves, 
ending the coalition that had aspired to bring Diem to 
his knees. Though considerably weakened, the sects 
held one last card. When Diem ignored their final ul- 
timatum, the sects agreed that their allies, the Binh 
Xuyen, should humble Diem in his own backyard, 
Saigon. This culminated in the mess that plagued 
Diem on that riotous evening of March 29. 
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Trial by fire 


April 1, 1955. Surprisingly, General Ely's cease-fire 
seemed to be holding. In the bustle of Saigon's 
crowded streets, South Vietnamese soldiers and Binh 
Xuyen hoodlums glared at each other from behind 
defensive barricades. For the next few weeks news- 
papers around the world printed stories about the 
“war” in Saigon. To many Americans it seemed the 
only news to come out of Vietnam was bad: war, ref- 
ugees, and now civil strife. Diem's predicament was 
worse than ever. Bribes could not buy his way out of 
this one. The Binh Xuyen, with their monopoly of 
prostitution, gambling, and drugs, were little in need 
of bribe money. Blood had been spilled, and the Binh 
Xuyen were ready to move in for the kill. 

As the tension-filled days of April ticked by, Diem 
found few cohorts to rely on. Ministers and officials 
deserted his besieged government. His few trusted 
associates, Foreign Minister Tram Van Don and Min- 
ister of Defense Ho Thong Minh, resigned, leaving 
Diem without even the semblance of a government. 
Although his two brothers, Nhu and Luyen rallied to 
his side, another close relative, Nguyen Van Thai, an- 
nounced his resignation while on a diplomatic mis- 
sion outside the country. Nguyen and his lot repre- 
sented the breed of attentists, or fence-sitters, who 
preferred to stay on the sidelines and watch the 
showdown between Diem amd the Binh Xuyen. 
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While Diem surveyed the seemingly hopeless situ- | 


ation, his courage, or perhaps foolhardiness, tempted 
him to cast caution aside and come out fighting. The 
“traitorous” French were predicting imminent dis- 
aster for his regime and edging him closer to it. His 
attempts to move a few reliable battalions to Saigon 
were frustrated by the French, who refused the requi- 
site means of transportation. Among the Americans, 
even Lansdale cautioned Diem against tangling fur- 
ther with the Binh Xuyen. 

The American most on Diem's mind was U.S. Am- 
bassador Gerald D. Lawton “Lightning Joe” Collins. 
According to Lansdale, the nickname "Lightning Joe” 
had been given Collins “for the speed with which he 
thought problems through and came up with solu- 
tions to them.” Collins and Diem despised each other. 
American journalist Robert Shaplen reports that “un- 





like Lansdale, whom Diem regarded as a friend, Col- | 


lins, so far as Diem was concerned, was a general 
who liked to give orders and to lecture. ... A great 
mimic, Diem used to demonstrate to friends how Col- 
lins talked to him, brandishing a finger in his face.” 
But the bad blood between Collins and himself wor- 
ried Diem. Would Collins turn Washington against 


him? Would the U.S. withdraw its economic and mili- | 





| 
Cyclists and pedestrians dive for shelter as mortar shells rock 
Saigon on April 28, 1955. The Binh Xuyen attack that day cost | 


at least five hundred Saigonese their lives. 











tary aid from his struggling government? Diem sus- 
pected that Collins, when called back to Washington 
in mid-April, would advise ending American support 
for his regime. 





“Things are not going well 
in Vietnam” 





Diem's apprehension was justified. Collins told Presi- 
dent Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles that 
Diem was unworthy of U.S. support and “had to go” 
as soon as possible. Collins’ negative appraisal of 
Diem was not unexpected by the secretary. As the 
sect crises simmered in Saigon, Dulles himself had 
been toying with the idea of replacing Diem. In a call 
to one U.S. senator he expressed grave misgivings 
about Diem as a leader: “Things are not going well 
in Vietnam. ... We may have to make some changes. 
... It will be at the top and civilian.” 

A U.S. national intelligence report for April 1955 
complicated the decision-making process in Wash- 
ington. It not only confirmed reservations about Diem 
but also emphasized the futility of establishing a 
stable non-Communist regime in the South, regard- 
less of its leadership: 


Even if the present impasse with the sects were resolved, 


| we believe that it would be extremely difficult, at best, for 





| a Vietnamese government, regardless of its composition, 


to make progress towards developing a strong, stable, 
anti-Communist government capable of resolving the ba- 
sic social, economic, and political problems of Vietnam, 
the special problems arising from the Geneva Agreement 
and capable of meeting the long-term challenge of the 
Communists. 


The American press was equally as gloomy in its 
assessment. Joseph Alsop, in a series of articles in the 
New York Herald Tribune, pronounced Diem “vir- 
tually impotent” against the sects and concluded that 
“the Diem experiment has failed.” Most American 
newspapers, even those friendly to Diem, talked re- 
signedly of the inevitability of civil war, the fall of 
Diem, and the victory of communism. The novelist 
and journalist, Graham Greene, prophesied that 
South Vietnam was “about to return behind the Iron 
Curtain.” 

Despite such dire predictions, U.S. policy makers 
were not about to abandon Vietnam even if they en- 
tertained second thoughts about Diem. Secretary 
Dulles and the Vietnam Task Force at the State De- 
partment were still resolved to prevent a Communist 
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takeover in Vietnam, and this attitude dominated dis- 
cussions about a solution to the Diem problem. Sim- 
ply pulling out was not a desirable option, yet it 
would not be easy to get rid of a premier so deter- 
mined to hang on. Besides, Diem still had powerful 
friends in Washington, Senator Mike Mansfield being 
one of his most outspoken supporters. State Depart- 
ment officials finally shaped a feasible compromise 
formula: Diem would become president of South Viet- 
nam, a symbolic nationalist leader, but real power 
would be invested in a “general manager,” perhaps 
a premier. At first Dulles opposed the compromise 
formula, but Mansfield and Assistant Secretary of 
State Walter Robertson convinced him it was the way 
to go. 

On April 28, when Collins left to return to Vietnam, 
a cablegram was ready for dispatch to the Saigon 
embassy, informing Diem that he was being removed 
in favor of a new premier. But it was too late. Kenneth 
Young, head of the Vietnam Task Force, describes 
the event that threw their plans into confusion: 


At six o'clock on the afternoon of the twenty-eighth, I took 
the cable into Secretary Dulles’ office. The secretary 
signed it. After all the long discussions and all the head- 
aches they had provoked, we were once again hopeful 
that a solution could be reached—we even thought we had 
signed a new Magna Carta. Then, shortly after Dulles 
signed the cable, I got a call from him. He had just re- 
ceived a cable from Lansdale. Fighting had broken out 
again in Saigon, between the Binh Xuyen and the govern- 
ment forces. 


Diem comes out fighting 


April 28, 1955. Saigon was in an uproar. What every- 
one had dreaded, a shootout between Diem's forces 
and the Binh Xuyen, was ravaging the streets of Sai- 
gon. The fighting began when the Binh Xuyen 
launched a mortar attack on the presidential palace, 
an action not unwelcome to Diem and his adviser, 
Lansdale. Diem, his back to the wall and with noth- 
ing to lose, ordered immediate counterfire. By mid- 
afternoon a fierce fight was raging for the control of 
National Police headquarters. Continuous mortar 
and artillery shelling transformed a square mile of 
the city into a “free fire” zone. Numerous explosions 
and house-to-house combat drove thousands of 
people into the streets. Panic-stricken residents along 
the Boulevard Gallieni, exposed to waves of crossfire, 
were wounded or killed. Hospitals quickly filled with 
casualties, while four battalions of government para- 
troopers attacked Binh Xuyen defensive positions. 
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Enormous fires razed buildings and shacks hous- 
ing thousands of North Vietnamese refugees who, 
ironically, had fled the North to escape violence and 
turmoil and instead were greeted by death and de- 
struction. Yet even as the killing went on, there was a 
bizarre "business as usual” atmosphere in the shops 
and cafés. A. M. Rosenthal, then a New York Times 
correspondent in Saigon, wrote: 


While the mortar cracked and machine guns barked, 
some people were living their lives as usual. A shoe shine 
boy did a good business in a café crowded with shelter 
seekers. And on a balcony an American G.I. pulled at a 
bottle of beer and watched the show. 


By the thirtieth, Diem’s paratroopers, overrunning 
one Binh Xuyen position after another, had the dis- 
organized gangsters in full retreat. Diem's successful 
counterattack stunned everyone, including the Amer- 
icans. Although the battle of Saigon had taken five 











In a Saigon court, the Hoa Hao sect leader, Ba Cut, stands 
trial in April 1956 for rebellion against the South Vietnamese 
government. Despite a plea for clemency by the American 
adviser, Colonel Edward Lansdale, Ba Cut was sentenced to | 
death by a military judge and guillotined on July 13, 1956. 





hundred army, Binh Xuyen, and civilian lives and 
inflicted nearly two thousand injuries, the | 
once-invincible Binh Xuyen forces were broken, run- | 
ning for refuge in their old lair in the Rung Sat 
swamps. Over the next few months army battalions 
pursued the Binh Xuyen into the swamps, destroying 
or capturing many of them. Bay Vien, Saigon’s king- 
pin of vice, managed with French assistance to es- 
cape to Paris. 

The rout of the Binh Xuyen drove their allies, the 
sects, into panic, while Diem, exhilarated by his suc- 
cess, took the offensive against the Hoa Hao and Cao 
Dai strongholds. Within a few months, again to the 
surprise of many, Diem gained the upper hand, and 
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his troops faced little more than mopping-up oper- 
ations to eradicate sect resistance. The Cao Dai pope 
fled to Cambodia. Most Hoa Hao leaders, except for 
the infamous Ba Cut, surrendered. Ba Cut (which 
means cut finger) earned his nickname when he cut 
off his finger to prove his determination to crush the 
French. For almost a year, the fanatical Ba Cut 
evaded capture. A 1 million piaster price on his head 
kept him on the move. At last, in April 1956, on Friday 
the thirteenth, Ba Cut, the “terror of the West,” was 
taken alive by the army. To distract his trackers, he 
had scattered 100 and 500 piaster bills on the ground. 
But his pursuers, seeking the bigger reward, ignored 
the bait. Ba Cut was later guillotined. 





Hail the conquering hero 


Diem's astonishing victory over the Binh Xuyen and 
the sects made him into something of an instant hero 
in South Vietnam. The attentists flocked to his side, 
and a new surge of political activity swept the city. 
This time, to Diem’s relief, it was directed against 
Emperor Bao Dai and his political agents. On the af- 
ternoon of April 30, the day the Binh Xuyen were 
skulking back to the swamps, some two hundred 
people gathered at the Saigon Town Halll, calling 
themselves the “General Assembly of democratic 
and revolutionary forces of the nation.” The assembly 
claimed to represent almost all political parties in 
South Vietnam. Its resolutions repudiated Bao Dai 
and requested Diem to form a new government and 
elect a national assembly to adopt a constitution. 
Diem was receptive to the program of the revolution- 
ary assembly, especially since his brother Nhu was 
in large part responsible for drafting it. Following the 
revolutionary assembly's mandate, Diem turned over 
the problem of Bao Dai to an elected National As- 
sembly. Composed of 700 elected counselors from 
thirty-nine provinces, it drew up a program to trans- 
fer all civilian and military power from Bao Dai to 
Diem pending a constitutional convention to be con- 
vened in six months. 

The American response to Diem's heroics in 
whipping the armed opposition was quick and enthu- 
siastic. The Eisenhower administration was now con- 
vinced that Diem was the only man to build a new 
state and that Bao Dai was a “villain” who might 
stand in the way. Leading Democrats shared this 
partiality, particularly Senators Mike Mansfield and 





After a month of siege and violence, a somber President 
Diem paces the Presidential Palace, May 1955 


Hubert Humphrey. On the Senate floor, Humphrey 
voiced unrestrained support for Diem: 


Premier Diem is the best hope that we have in South Viet- 
nam. He is the leader of his people. He deserves and must 
have the wholehearted support of the American govern- 
ment and our foreign policy. This is no time for uncertainty 
or half-hearted measures. ... If the government of South 
Vietnam has not room for both of these men, it is Bao Dai 
who must go. 


Secretary of State Dulles, who but a few days be- 
fore had contemplated Diem's removal, also joined 
the chorus singing the premier's praises. In a cabled 
message to a joint meeting of U.S., French, and Brit- 
ish representatives in Paris, Dulles insisted that 
Diem's leadership role be upheld: "Diem is the only 
means U.S. sees to save South Vietnam and counter- 
act the revolutionary movement underway in Viet- 
nam. U.S. sees no one else who can. Whatever U.S. 
view has been in the past, today U.S. must support 
Diem wholeheartedly.” 

Since the French were still dead set against Diem, 
they interpreted “wholehearted” U.S. support for him 
as a rejection of a continuing French presence in 
South Vietnam. U.S. and French officials differed not 
only on the suitability of Diem but on France’s future 
military and economic influence in South Vietnam. 
French Prime Minister Edgar Faure frankly stated his 
government's position: 





Diem is a bad choice, impossible solution, with no chance 
to succeed and no chance to improve the situation. With- 
out him some solution might be possible, but with him 
there is none. ... What would you say if we were to retire 
entirely from Indochina and call back the French Expe- 
ditionary Corps, would the United States be disposed to 
help protect French civilians and the refugees? 





The United States’ ultimate answer to Faure's 
question was yes. Diem's recent display of courage 
and determination bedazzled U.S. policy makers in 
Washington and Saigon. The French envisioned a 
South Vietnamese leader capable of unifying divisive 
forces and factions through compromise, negotiation, 
and persuasion. American policy makers in Wash- 
ington, on the other hand, saw the need for a strong 
individual who could control factions, impose order, 
and win the loyalty of the people. They also believed | 
that Diem was able and willing to carry out demo- | 
cratic reform in South Vietnain and to lead a govern- | 
ment acceptable to the majority of the South Viet- 
namese people. | 


131 














But the now lavish U.S. encouragement had the ef- 
fect of strengthening Diem's natural bent toward 
one-man, authoritarian rule. It was not hard for Diem 
to see what pleased Lansdale and his American ad- 
visers most: swift action, the spectacular event, and a 


| take-charge attitude. This translated into a hard line 


against communism, a tough approach to domestic 
dissension, and “thinking big” on economic prob- 
lems. Diem also learned other “negative” lessons 
which had ominous overtones for the future of his re- 
gime. After his experience with Hinh and other un- 
trustworthy officers, Diem developed an almost ob- 
sessive fear of strong military officers and army-led 
coups. And the “betrayal” by his ministers and sub- 
ordinates strengthened Diem's own compulsion to 
control everything around him, to avoid ever having 
to rely on anyone not totally loyal. 





The changing of the guard 





After subduing the Binh Kuyen and the sects, Diem 
denounced the French for their “collusion” in a con- 
spiracy to topple his government. In May, his secre- 
tary of national defense accused the French of at- 
tempting outright sabotage by funneling arms and 
ammunition to the rebels. Such incidents intensified 
Diem’‘s bitter dislike for the French and prompted his 
demand that France withdraw from the South as 
quickly as possible. The French had tried to keep 
South Vietnam within the military and economic 
sphere of the French Union. But as relations with Diem 
deteriorated, French officials reluctantly agreed to get 
out. On January 19, 1956, Diem informed the French 
that further stationing of French troops in Vietnam was 
pointless since "the presence of foreign troops, no mat- 
ter how friendly ... was incompatible with Vietnam's 
concept of full independence.” 

Diem was not alone in adamantly pushing for a 
speedy French withdrawal. American military and 
civilian advisers felt that the French had become a 
hindrance to an independent regime. This angered 
the French and generated hostility between French 
and American oificers. Ill feelings rose to the surface 
on both sides when French and American advisers 
participated in a joint program, the Training Rela- 
tions Instruction Mission, to reorganize the South Viet- 
namese army. The French command charged an 
American officer with being the author of leaflets in- 
citing the Vietnamese against the French. An Ameri- 
can official, Angier Biddle Duke, accused the French 
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of providing explosives used in numerous bombing 
raids against American offices in Saigon. Friction 
also developed over appropriate training methods. 
French officers felt their long experience in the In- 
dochina War should count heavily in devising tactics 
and warfare techniques. American officers, on the 
other hand, expressed some disdain for the sugges- 
tions of French “losers.” The Americans exuded con- 
fidence which irritated their French colleagues, a sort 
of “this time we'll do it right” demeanor. 

Secretary of State Dulles, after receiving strongly 
worded arguments for phasing out the French role in 
Vietnam, generally favored such a course. He did so, 
however, with hesitation. In November 1954 he had 
warned that “If we do this, the French will plaster us 
with the responsibility all over the world and try to 
sabotage the result—they are still powerful there. If 
we fail, it will be a terrible blow to our prestige in that 
area. So far we have been able to say that losses in 
the area have been French failures.” Despite Dulles’ 
doubts, Diem got his way. 

In April 1956, the last ten thousand soldiers of the 
French Expeditionary Corps, which had numbered 
nearly one hundred and fifty thousand in 1954, bid 
their final adieu to Vietnam. On April 10, almost a 
century after the first French units had landed in Sai- 
gon, the last parade of French troops took place in 
South Vietnam's capital. Like the farewell parade 
from Hanoi nineteen months earlier, it was a solemn 
event. Paratroop commandos in camouflage uniforms 
and purple berets led the march, followed by foreign 
legionnaires with glistening white kepis, and Moroc- 
cans wearing turbans. Among the spectators along 
the parade route were many Vietnamese ex-soldiers 
displaying medals and citations they had won in the 
service of France. French observers reported that 
some of them cried as they watched the troops file by. 
The soldiers, too, shed a few parting tears for the 
fallen comrades they were leaving behind after one 
hundred years of colonial rule. 

In the wake of the soldiers a Eurasian airlift trans- 
ported the often forgotten casualties of the French 
military presence in Vietnam: orphan children of 
Vietnamese women and French soldiers killed or 
missing in action. Every week a special plane landed 
at Paris-Orly Airport with dozens of anxious passen- 
gers, orphans aged one to twelve. Their nationality 
was French, but their features were partly Oriental. 
Although they took French names and surnames, 
these forlorn children remained visible reminders of 


France’s Vietnam War. 











“The 
Alliance 
That Never 
Really Was” 





September 6, 1954, a hot afternoon in 
Mamila, representatives of eight nations 
gathered to establish the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Organization (SEATO). The pur- 
pose of the treaty was clear to all in- 
volved: to devise an agreement with teeth 
in it, a powerful deterrent to the expan- 
sionist designs of the Communist bloc in 
Asia. Allied in this crusade against com- 
munism were three western powers, the 
United States, Britain, and France, and 
several Pacific nations: Australia, New 
Zealand, Pakistan, Thailand, and the 
Philippines. 

The treaty was the brain child of U.S. 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, who 
repudiated the Geneva Agreement, rati- 
fied two months earlier, as a dangerous 
concession to the Communist bloc. As the 
Manila meeting approached, he passion- 
ately argued that the “important thing 
from now on is not to mourn the past but 
to seize future opportunities to prevent the 
loss of North Vietnam from leading to the 
extension of communism throughout 
Southeast Asia and the Southwest Pa- 
cific.” When the Geneva Conference con- 
cluded, Bedell Smith, the American re- 
presentative, emphasized Dulles’ sense of 
urgency about the need for a new secu- 
rity arrangement like SEATO: "We must 
get that pact.” 

Dulles, with his fervent anti- 
communism, was destined to be dis- 
appointed by the outcome of the Manila 
conference. Dulles began optimistically 
enough, declaring in his opening address 
to the delegates that he expected SEATO 
to serve as a warning to Communist ag- 
gressors that “an attack upon the treaty 
area would occasion a reaction so united, 
so strong, and so well placed that the ag- 
gressor would lose more than it could 
hope to obtain.” While the delegates may 
have agreed in spirit with the secretary's 
proposal, except for France and Britain 
they represented countries with little ca- 
pacity for mobile striking power or the 
ambitious defense plans espoused by 
Dulles. In addition, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of 
Staff were not very enthusiastic about 
earmarking specific troop commitments to 
maintain SEATO. In addition the U.S. 
Senate was generally opposed to the kind 
of military precommitment, based on the 
NATO model, that would empower the 
president to employ armed forces in an 


emergency without consulting Congress 


Other SEATO participants harbored sim- 
ilar reservations. 

Hesitation among delegates led to a 
series of awkward compromises that pro- 
duced, to Dulles’ chagrin, a weak and hy- 
brid treaty. The treaty committed each 
member, in the event of armed attack on 
another member, to do no more than 
“meet the common danger in accordance 
with its constitutional processes.” In effect, 
each member retained the right to decide 
under what conditions it would abide by 
its treaty obligations—the very antithesis 
of what Dulles originally had in mind. A 
similar compromise applied to more 
subtle forms of aggression: subversion, in- 
filtration, and guerrilla warfare. Members 
adopted a provision only to hold immedi- 
ate consultations if any territory covered 
by the treaty were “affected or threatened 
by any fact or situation which might en- 
danger the peace of the area. ...” 

Dulles was in for more frustration. The 
secretary vigorously lobbied to include 
France's former Indochinese territories— 
South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia—as 
members of the treaty organization. How- 
ever, France vetoed such a move on the 
grounds that it would violate the Geneva 
accords, whose provisions specifically 
prohibited these three “neutralized” states 
from joining military alliances. Still, Dulles 
persuaded SEATO at least to “throw a 
mantle of protection” over South Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia through a protocol 
bringing them within the jurisdiction of 
the treaty. A compromise provision to this 
effect was incorporated into the treaty. 

While SEATO supplied an excuse for 
a variety of U.S. interventions in In- 
dochina, the vagueness of its provisions to 
trigger a joint response to Communist ag- 
gression made it an unwieldy weapon. In 
fact, the reluctance of treaty members to 
commit themselves to the risks of Amer- 
ica's anti-Communist containment policy 
in Asia should have warned Dulles that 
the United States might have to go it 
alone someday in Asia, particularly in 
Vietnam. The treaty itself was not even 
systematically invoked until 1966 by Sec- 
retary of State Dean Rusk and then with- 
out great conviction. Three years after 
Dulles died, C. L. Sulzberger of the New 
York Times called SEATO “the alliance 


that never really was 


Twig oi Peace 


During France's Indochina War and the brief pe- 
riod of Bao Dai's French-dominated regime, the 
United States poured more than $1 billion in aid 
into Vietnam. Now, with the French gone, the 
U.S. was the only foreign military presence in the 
country. 


In the late spring of 1956, the Americans re- . 


organized their military advisory program, the 
Miltary Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG). 
Under the command of General Samuel T. 
“Hanging Sam” Williams, MAAG's new mission 
was $ to streamline the Vietnamese army of 
250,000 men into a smaller conventional force of 
“150, 000 capable of repelling an invasion from the 
North, The U.S. equipped and trained this army 
while į paying for its entire payroll as well as most 
of the wages of 40,000 men in the newly estab- 
lished local militia, the Self-Defense Corps. The 
U.S. now dispensed its Hinds for the armed forces 
directly through: Diem. strengthening Diem's for- 
merly tenuous authority over the military. 














The Americans emphasized conventional training 
techniques. They established a military school system 
and sent hundreds of young officers to study Ameri- 
can military tactics at schools in Korea, Okinawa, 
Taiwan, and the United States. In August 1960, on the 
eve of his retirement as commander of MAAG, a 
proud General Williams said, "In 1954 the Commu- 
nist army of North Vietnam could have crossed the 
seventeenth parallel and walked into Saigon stand- 
ing up. Today if they tried it, they would have one 
nasty fight on their hands.” 

MAAG, however, prepared the Vietnamese army 
for the wrong kind of war. Following the analogy of 
| the Korean conflict, the type of conventional forces 
that the American commanders designed were in- 
appropriate for a guerrilla ‘conflict. The result was 
what the French observer Bernard Fall has termed a 
“road-bound, over-motorized, hard-to-supply battle 
| force totally incapable of besting the real enemy [that 
is, the elusive guerrilla] on his own ground.” 

At the same time U.S. advisers embarked on a pro- 
gram to mobilize a fifty-thousand-man Civil Guard. 
In charge of this task was the Michigan State Univer- 
sity (MSU) advisory group. The head of the group, 
Professor Wesley Fishel, was a close friend of Diem, 
who admired the work of Michigan State’s unique 
School of Police Administration. Since the MSU group 
envisioned the Civil Guard as a rural police force, 
they left the training for this operation, according to 
one observer, in the hands of “retired American sher- 
iffs and police captains—as if Vietnam's main security 
problem was catching speeding motorists or con- 
trolling juvenile delinquency.” Not until 1960, when 
the Civil Guard was transferred to the U.S. military 
mission, was it trained in antiguerrilla tactics. 





Enter the Americans 


The professors of the MSU group and other U.S. ad- 
visers—engineers, social scientists, public adminis- 
trators, doctors—carried out one of the most ambitious 
experiments ever undertaken by Americans abroad: 
the building of a nation. To guarantee their success, 





the U.S. initiated a program of aid totaling $320 mil- . 


lion for fiscal 1955 alone and almost $2 billion be- 
tween 1955 and 1960. Since the French left the South 
Vietnamese government bankrupt and the pullout of 





Preceding page. The people of Hanoi welcome Vietminh 
troops from South Vietnam, regrouped to the North in accord- 
ance with the Geneva Agreement. 
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French soldiers created a shortfall in tax revenues, 
generated almost totally by army purchases, U.S. 
economic aid was used to pay almost all government 
salaries as well as Diem's other operating expenses. 
In addition, the U.S. provided military equipment at 
an average cost of $85 million per year. Nearly 
three-quarters of the $2 billion of aid during this pe- 
riod went to South Vietnam's military budget. Only 25 
percent of that total was allocated to projects such as 
transportation, education, health and sanitation, com- 
munity development, and social welfare. 

The U.S. purchased consumer goods for import by 
South Vietnam with foreign aid dollars, which went 
directly to exporters. In South Vietnam, importers 
paid for these goods with piasters, which went into a 
counterpart fund from which Diem's administration 
drew to pay salaries and operating expenses. How- 
ever, while the import program was designed to ben- 
efit consumers by increasing the availability of 
scarce commodities and thereby forestalling in- 
ordinate price increases, it was ill suited to Vietnam- 
ese economic conditions. Most South Vietnamese 
lived in rural areas, farming rice at a subsistence 
level. Those few farmers who could even afford the 
imported goods were hampered by inefficient trans- 
portation and shipping facilities linking the cities with 
rural communities. As a result, imported commodities 
tended to accumulate in urban areas where they 
benefited only a small group of wealthy consumers. 

The commercial import program severely ham- 
pered the development of substantial industrialization 
in the South. Although an industrial development 
center was created in 1957 with American financial 
support, the commercial import program dis- 
couraged investment in local industrial projects to 
produce the goods that the Diem regime was already 
receiving in such great quantities. In addition, the 
flood of imported goods actually forced many of the 
few existing local industries into bankruptcy. For in- 
stance, at the end of January 1958, South Vietnam for 
a population of 12 million had 7.6 million yards of im- 
ported textiles on the market, expected another 22.4 
million yards for the first three months of 1958, and 
had approved orders for 12.2 million additional 
yards. Even though the total yardage then available 
was considered adequate to meet consumer needs 
for at least two and one-half years, warehouses con- 
tinued to amass huge stocks. As a result, in February 
1958, textile prices plummeted to an all-time low. A 
staggered retailers’ association asked the govern- 
ment to halt all textile imports, but the damage to the 
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solvency of many South Vietnamese textile busi- 
nesses was already irreparable. 

In the opinion of many economic experts, an indus- 
trial base in South Vietnam was the prerequisite to 
political independence. Yet because the middle class, 
which formed the core of Diem's support, wanted the 
types of goods comprising the bulk of commercial im- 
ports—textiles, radios, appliances, automobiles—the 
Diem regime was unwilling to use import funds for 
the purchase of capital goods such as machinery and 
construction equipment. In the words of one high 
American official, “The Vietnamese government 
seems to prefer Chevrolets to dredges.” 





“President Diem, you have 
exemplified patriotism of the 


highest order” 
—President Dwight Eisenhower 





Perhaps no accomplishment of Ngo Dinh Diem's 
aroused more admiration among Americans than his 
attempts to install a seemingly democratic form of 
government in South Vietnam. Diem not only held 
elections in late 1955 to allow the people to choose 
between himself and Bao Dai but also formed a pop- 
ularly elected legislature and drafted a constitution. 
To Americans who hold such democratic institutions 
sacred, it seemed that South Vietnam's president had 
indeed performed a miracle. However, these sacred 
symbols of a democratic society in many ways re- 
mained exactly that in South Vietnam—symbols. 

In his campaign to transform Bao Dai's monarchy 


into a republic, Diem used every trick in the book to 
deprive Bao Dai of a fair chance in the election. 
There was no doubt that Diem's popularity was 
enough to insure him victory, but recent strife with the 
sects had heightened his already intense insecurity 
and distrust. Diem swept the election with 98.2 per- 
cent of all votes cast (5,721,735) to Bao Dai's 1.1 per- 
cent (63,017). His incredible margin of victory, how- 
ever, was hardly indicative of an election free of 
corruption and the stuffing of ballot boxes. In fact, 
LIFE Magazine noted in 1957 that American advisers 
had told Diem that a 60 percent margin would have 
been sufficient and "would look better,” but Diem in- 
sisted on 98 percent. 

The constitution, which Diem himself participated 
in drafting, gave the new president executive powers 
that were more authoritarian than democratic. Al- 
though the constitution established a legislature, in- 
tended to be independent of the executive branch so 
as to achieve separation of powers, Diem as presi- 
dent was empowered to override its decisions in most 
important areas of legislation. With its functions se- 
verely restricted the legislature degenerated into a 
rubber-stamp body, disparagingly referred to as 
“the government's garage.” 

An additional authoritarian feature of the con- 


Lieutenant Thomas Moore, an American military adviser, in- 
structs a South Vietnamese officer in military tactics during 
training exercises in 1955. The U.S. military advisory pro- 
gram stressed conventional strategy to prepare the South 
Vielnamese army against a Korean-style invasion from the 
North. 

















stitution was the power it vested in Diem to rule solely 
by decree when the legislature was not in session 
and to suspend any law in any part of the country 
even when the legislature was in session. The con- 
stitution stated: "The president of the republic may 
decree a temporary suspension of the right of free- 
dom of circulation and residence, of speech and the 
press, of assembly and association, and the formation 
| of labor unions and strikes, to meet the legitimate de- 
mands of public security and order and national de- 
fense.” Such unilateral power to deprive citizens of 
civil rights under the umbrella of “national security” 
inhibited the development of substantial democratic 
freedom in South Vietnam. 








The last Confucian 


Ngo Dinh Diem’s mandarin background has some- 
times been cited as an example of his deep roots in 
traditional Vietnamese society and of his under- 
standing of the problems facing the people of his 
| country. Diem's “immense nostalgia for the Vietnam- 
| ese past,” however, smacked more of an elitist yearn- 
ing for a time when, according to his biographer, 
Vietnam's political ideology was “based not on the 
concept of the management of the public affairs by 
the people or their representatives, but rather by an 
enlightened sovereign and an enlightened govern- 
ment.” Having denied the legislature an equal part- 
nership in governing, Diem was in the position of 
Vietnam's ancient emperors who relied on an elite 
class of mandarins to administer the government. 
Diem's Confucian perspective manifested itself in 
the form of a new ruling ideology, Personalism. Per- 
sonalism was based on the 1930s philosophical 
movement of young French Catholic intellectuals crit- 
ical of western-style democracies. Diem himself de- 
scribed Personalism as “a system based on the di- 
vine, therefore, spiritual law, which ... extols man’s 
transcendent value. ... The practice of Personalism is 
symbolic of good citizenship with a highly developed 
civic spirit.” In his interpretation of Personalist doc- 
trine Diem argued that these spiritual goals require 
government leaders to provide a suitable moral ex- 
ample so that each person may individually achieve 
his true value as a citizen. The result, not unlike that 
engineered by Ho in the North, was that individual 
liberty would have to take second place to the collec- 
tive moral and social betterment of society as a 
whole. Here was Confucianism in another guise. 
Since Diem believed that "society functions 
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through personal relations among men at the top,” 
the very basis of the old Confucian government, he 
cultivated his own elite of Personalist mandarins to 
govern the state. At the top, Diem surrounded himself 
with his “mandarin” family, whose devotion and loy- 
alty he could count on. 





South Vietnam’s new mandarins 





No group of individuals created more controversy 
and indignation in South Vietnam than the Ngo fam- 
ily. For the time Diem served as president, his four 
brothers, Can, Luyen, Thuc, and Nhu, and his sis- 
ter-in-law, Madame Nhu, formed a powerful, tightly 
knit political circle. Diem's brother Can became the 
virtual overlord of central Vietnam, the ancestral 
home of the Ngo family, although he held no govern- 
ment position. Thuc, the archbishop of Hue and pri- 
mate of Vietnam, also held no official position but 
functioned as a presidential adviser and garnered 
Catholic support, both in Vietnam and in the United 
States, on Diem's behalf. Another brother, Luyen, be- 
came an ambassador and an international spokes- 
man for the policies of the Diem regime. 

The most influential of Diem’s brothers, Nhu, whom 
many called a Vietnamese Rasputin, was Diem's 
closest adviser. Nine years younger than Diem, Nhu 
was educated in Paris. He first came into prominence 
in 1952 when he organized the Catholic trade union 
movement, which had as one of its chief objectives 
the advancement of Diem’s political ambitions. John 
Mecklin, a former American reporter and official in 
Saigon, once described Nhu as a "small man, slight 
of build even for a Vietnamese. He spoke softly with a 
permanently fixed smile (earning him the nickname 
‘Smiley’ in the American community). It was a profes- 
sorial smile, implying generous tolerance for the lis- 
tener's stupidity.” Added to Nhu's arrogance was a 
generous portion of anti-American sentiment, which 
alienated many in the American community. 

Nhu, with Machiavellian slyness, organized and 
controlled the semicovert Personalist Labor Revolu- 
tionary party. Members of this party, like the Com- 
munist cadres in the North, functioned as a parallel 
hierarchy within the government and wielded real 
power at all decision-making levels. With its secret 
membership and five-man cells, it was able to main- 
tain surveillance throughout the government. Nhu's 
political action cells also quietly eliminated both- 
ersome opposition and exercised a virtual monopoly 
of power both in the bureaucracy and in the army. 





Nhu's political activities, while solidifying Diem's 
control of the government, also alienated much of the 
public. The growing awareness among opposition 
parties, and even among average citizens, that the 
legislature, the courts, and the bureaucracy were not 
the “real” government bred skepticism about the pos- 
sibility of achieving a democratic regime. Doctor 
Pham Quang Dan, a political rival of Diem, ex- 
pressed the frustration of many South Vietnamese at 
Diem's “you're either with me or against me” attitude 
when he said, “We do not consider the government 
our enemy, for we have a common enemy, commu- 
nism, and a common purpose, the strengthening of 
the republican regime.” 

Through the efforts of the Personalist revolution- 
aries, the tentacles of Diem's authoritarian power 
reached down even to village peasants. The cadres' 
attempt to inculcate in the villages the Personalist cult 








of Diem's “superior” morality, however, elicited more | 
resentment than admiration. 

For instance, Diem's popularity among the peas- 
ants of Duc Lap fell abruptly after his Personalist cult 
was installed in the village. When asked if Diem had | 
won his support, one Duc Lap villager frankly re- 
sponded, "No! Imagine that he required every house 
to buy one photo of him and to hamg it up in his house 
as if to worship him. He did it as if he were the father 
of the people, and each portrait cost from 50 to 80 | 
piasters. How much money did they get from all the 
houses of this village?” | 

Diem's biggest mistake in seeking absolute control | 
of government was in arbitrarily replacing all pre- 
viously elected village chiefs and village councils | 
with outsiders hand-picked by his bureaucracy. By 
centuries-old tradition, honored even by the French, 
Vietnam's villages were autonomous units with their 








An effigy of Bao 
Dai, the “playboy 
emperor.” During 
the 1955 presiden- 
tial campaign be- 
tween Diem and 
Bao Dai, Diem's 
supporters used this 
and similar propa- 
ganda tactics to 
highlight the em- 
peror's luxurious 
lifestyle—note the | 
moneybag and the 
woman in Bao Dai's | 
lap—and to publicly 
discredit him. 


own elected officials-hence the saying “the em- 
peror's law stops at the village gate.” Thus, the peas- 
ants naturally reacted bitterly to the elimination of 
this surviving remnant of village autonomy. 

In urban areas, Diem's attempts to impose con- 
servative morality upon intellectuals and the middle 
classes, as if by royal edict, earned him further public 
enmity. The antivice campaign launched in late 1955 
and championed by Diem's arrogant sister-in-law, 
Madame Nhu, was characterized by heavy-handed 
tactics to prevent such abuses as opium smoking, al- 
coholism, and prostitution. Madame Nhu was known 
for her good looks, vanity, and contempt for the 
masses. The columnist Joseph Alsop once called her 


| a tigress. Others lampooned her as the "dragon 


lady” and the “Queen of Saigon.” 

Madame Nhu used poster exhibits and dramatic 
skits to portray the evils of vice. Public bonfires were 
lit to burn such “wicked” things as playing cards. 
Youths were arrested for wearing “cowboy clothing” 


| and loud shirts. Harsh penalties, including imprison- 


| Shortly after the 


ment at hard labor and death, were prescribed for 
“white collar” crimes such as embezzlement. 

To enhance their commitment to morality, govern- 
ment employees and other citizen groups were also 
required to hold meetings to study the president's life 
and “his revolutionary virtues.” The compulsory play- 
ing in theaters of a song entitled "Venerate President 
Ngo,” which came to be called the second national 
anthem, induced such a negative reaction that the 
practice was stopped. 


Ngo Dinh Nhu, 
Diem's brother and 
closest adviser, 
meets with Presi- 
dent Eisenhower in 
Washington on 
March 27, 1957. 


meeting Nhu, or 
“Smiley” as some 
Americans satir- 
ically called him, 
told reporters that 
“Communist sub- 
version” would 
intensify in South 
Vietnam. 
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Land reform: 
the “revolutionary solution” 


The keystone of Diem's “revolutionary policy” to win 
the hearts and minds of peasants, the majority of the 
population, was land reform. Land reform had be- 
deviled Vietnamese governments for centuries. It con- 
fronted the Diem regime as one of the primary social 
and economic problems in the countryside. Diem's 
American advisers never stopped informing him, fre- 
quently to his irritation, that the solvency of his gov- 
ernment depended to a large extent on his success in 
implementing sweeping land reform measures. In 
fact, again to Diem's signal displeasure, the United 
States government made land reform one of the chief 
conditions for continuing aid to his regime. President 
Eisenhower's personal letter to Diem of October 1, 
1954, pledging assistance to South Vietnam, sought 
“assurance as to the standards of performance in the 
undertaking of these reforms.” 

Land reform in South Viemam involved two proc- 
esses: land clearing to settle landless peasants and 
redistribution of huge tracts of land under the control 
of powerful landlords. Almost from the beginning, 
Diem was faced with a flood of refugees coming 
south escaping Communist rule and seeking the 
promise of a new life in the rich agricultural land of 
the Mekong Delta. Temporarily, the government set- 
tled the refugees in camps surrounding Saigon and 
in areas like Bien Hoa and Rach Bap. An American 
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Madame Nhu, 

Diem's activist sis- 
ter-in-law, enters 

the National Assem- 
bly building in Sai- | 
gon in March 1956. 
Although a member | 
of the assembly, she 
seldom attended its 
sessions. But the ex- 
tensive power of the 
Diem family en- 
abled her to control 
legislation affecting 
women and refu- 








writer, Gertrude Samuels, visited a camp in Rach 
Bap and was shocked by the harsh conditions en- 
countered by refugees crowded into tents and 
shacks: 


Thousands of the tents covered the ground as far as the 
eye could see ... filled with people. They huddled on their 
rice mats on the soggy earth under the canvas; or, stand- 
ing ankle deep in mud, dumbly watched us as we drove 
up; or struggled to get a sack of rice in from the rain. ... 
Some people said they have been without food and medi- 
cine and water for days. Some were catching rain in tins 
outside their tents. Others simply sat with their babies in a 
seeming state of shock. The whole area reflected such 
helplessness that you could only pray that their prayers 
were being heard somewhere. 


To deal with the enormous task of resettling hun- 
dreds of thousands of refugees, the U.S. and South 
Vietnam cooperated in joint land-clearing projects. 
The most ambitious of these was at Cai San. This 
project, finamced with $37 million in U.S. funds, re- 
quired peasants to provide much of the labor. Each 


gees. 


family head received $800 for building a home and 
$4 per day per family member for subsistence until 
the first harvest. Eight thousand houses were built on 
an expansive swamp, while refugees labored daily 
at the arduous tasks of digging nearly fourteen miles 
of canals, draining thirty thousand acres of land, and 
preparing the soil for planting a rice crop. The U.S. 
supplied more than one hundred tractors to Cai San, 
making it one of the largest concentrations of motor- 
ized agricultural implements ever used on a single 
project in Asia. 

Cai San was hailed by the U.S. as a “symbol of 
South Vietnam's determination to shelter people who 
linked their future with that of the free government.” 
However, a serious hitch developed. The peasants 
expected that the property they cleared was to be 
their own. Diem's government thought otherwise. In 
the late summer of 1956, the Cai San project director, 
the nephew of the minister of agrarian reform, in- 
sisted that refugees sign tenancy contracts for the 
land, promising payment over time in return for title 
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to the land. Spokesmen for the farmers claimed that 
the land belonged to the farmers, citing the revolu- 
tionary slogan they had learned in the North, “land to 
the tillers.” The obdurate project director spurned 
their complaints and cut off daily payments to refu- 
gees who balked at signing the tenancy contracts. 
Thus was dissipated much of the good will that Diem 
had hoped to acquire from the project. 

One other problem afflicted the refugee resettle- 
ment plans. Many southerners, who considered 
northerners to be pushy, too aggressive, and selfish, 
resented what they considered to be government fa- 
voritism toward these unwelcome newcomers. Diem's 
own actions exacerbated the situation. Since most of 
the refugees were Catholics, and most southerners 
were Buddhists, Diem's partiality toward his fellow 
Catholics, who often received the choicest plots of 
land and most lucrative government posts, caused re- 
sentment in many communities. So, many peasants 
held yet another grudge against Diem and the 
government. 


Resettlement in the highlands 





“Resettlement blues” were not confined to refugees. 
Diem, like Ho Chi Minh in the North, was aware of 
the strategic importance of the highlands as a gate- 
way to the South. So he decided to resettle landless 
Vietnamese in the highlands and thereby establish a 
line of strategic settlements to prevent Communist in- 
filtration from the North. Because of the government's 
tactless and insensitive approach, the project created 
more problems than it solved. The intensely inde- 
pendent highland tribes felt threatened by incursions 
of Vietnamese lowlanders into their traditionally au- 
tonomous domain. They reacted angrily to proposals 
that they share their land with Vietnamese who in the 
past had shown nothing but contempt for them. 

While Ho Chi Minh won the cooperation of tribes 
in the North by promising continued autonomy; by re- 
specting their languages, customs, and traditions; 
and by assuring them a role in the central govern- 
ment, the South Vietnamese regime did precisely the 
opposite. Diem’s officials not only tried to compel the 


| tribes to move off ancient tribal lands to resettlement 


camps but also attempted to force upon the reluctant 
tribesmen an assimilation policy that offered them the 
chance to become full Viemamese citizens. The 
tribesmen, however, interpreted assimilation as an- 
other word for extermination. As Frederick Wickert, 
an American knowledgeable in tribal affairs, wrote, 
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“The Vietnamese are settling on their lands, with the 
best lands going first, and the tribesmen see them- 
selves starved to death. They feel that the Vietnamese 
are letting diseases, such as smallpox [carried by the 
lowlanders], kill them off. Too, they feel that the Viet- 
namese are trying to force them to give up their cul- 
ture.” In the end, with these fears uppermost in mind, 
the tribes grew increasingly restive and proved dan- 
gerously receptive to North Vietnamese propaganda 
promising them an autonomous and prosperous ex- 
istence under a Communist regime. 

The biggest challenge on Diem's land reform 
agenda was to redistribute land under the control of 
wealthy landlords to the peasants. Atrocious condi- 
tions, created by the landlords’ stranglehold on land- 
ownership, were an unfortunate inheritamce from the 
days of the French colonial administration. In South 
Vietnam, particularly in the fertile areas of the Me- 
kong Delta, fifty-three hundred (mostly absentee 
landlords) of the two hundred and fifty thousand 
landowners in all possessed 45 percent of the total 
arable land. The fact that 2 percent of the land- 
owners held 45 percent of the land and 72 percent 
only 15 percent presented an obvious field for thor- 
ough reform. Ho Chi Minh took the brutal but direct 
path: He eliminated the landlords and divided the 
land into small parcels. Diem's land reform, on the 
other hand, operated on the supposition that “agrar- 
ion reform does not mean spoliation. It operates with 
justice and equality and with respect for private 
property.” Since a substantial number of South Viet- 
nam's farmers were tenants working for landlords, in 
1955 Diem attempted to limit land rents to 25 percent 
of the farmers’ crops. Landlords in the past had often 
charged as much as half the crop in rent. Unfortu- 
nately, Diem's measure contained no easily workable 
mechanism to guarantee compliance. In 1956 Diem 
also announced a measure limiting individual land- 
holdings to 247 acres with another 70 or so allowed if 
the owner farmed the land himself. 

Here again the purpose of the laws was con- 
travened by Diem's officials. Implementation was of- 
ten blocked by officials who were either landlords 
themselves or members of landlord families. The min- 
ister of agrarian reform was accused of sabotaging 
the program because “he is certainly not interested 
in land distribution which would divest him of much 
of his property.” Moreover, the government in its “re- 
spect for private property” enforced the rights of 
many absentee landlords to land they had aban- 
doned during the war years. In many cases, the 
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Vietminh had already carried out land reform in 
these same areas, and the peasants to whom they 
had distributed the landlords’ holdings now consid- 
ered the property their own. 

The issue of Diem's preferential treatment ot Cath- 
olics also clouded the prospect of land reform. Cri 
attacked Diem's refusal to transfer 370,500 acres of 
land owned by the Catholic church to the govern- 
ment for distribution. In the final an lysis, the land 
reform program, intended to be the showpiece of 
U.S.-Vieinamese een became a serious dis- 
appointmeni. Denis Warner, an Australian journalist, 
summed it up this way: “The much vaunted rural 
help program did not exist. Land reform was a flop. 
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The Vietminh cadres in the South 


While Diem was wrestling with the problem of the 
Binh Xuyen and the secis in the fall of 1954, the south- 
ern Vietminh forces, as prescribed by the Geneva ac- 
cords, were preparing to regroup to the North. Ii is 
estimated that about one hundred and twenty thou- 
sand Vietminh troops and dependenis chose re- 
groupment. Vietminh commanders had strict orders 
concerning who was io assemble for regroupment 





and military training and who was io remain in th 

South as a civilian. They endeavored to select sol- 

diers who possessed combat experience or skills in 
communications, medical aid, and artillery. 

Who were these tough southern soldiers who had 
fought amid their homes and villages to defeat the 
French ond now, by a treaty decision, had to uproot 
ind ti f their ancestors? 












Tan, a 
i guerrilla, had never been far 
Mekong Delia hamlet, even 

i a prosperous peasemt, Tan 
had received little formal REP before he began 
tending his aunt's water buffaloes in Hang Doi ham- 
lei. At age eighteen he went io work in his father's 
rice fields and became a carpenier’s apprentice in a 
nearby village. Then, in 1946, like so many other 
young men swepi into the nationalisi struggle against 
the French, Tan made the 


] igges st decision of his life. 
He joined the Vietminh. For the nexi nine years, Erst 
as a youth commando and later as a regular in 
hamlet guerrilla unit, Tan took part in attacks on 
scattered French outposts in the delta. 
first week of October 
io many relatives and 


of them. 











A Vietminh soldier, 
awaiting regroup- 
ment north of the 
seventeenth paral- 
lel, says good-bye 
to friends and rela- 
tives in the South. 
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three thousand of his comrades boarded a Russian 
steamer bound for Hanoi. The Vietminh political 
leaders in Hanoi had issued regroupment orders and 
Tan, like thousands of other soldiers, resigned himself 
to his fate. 

Unlike the northern refugees who sought per- 
manent homes in the South, most regroupees ex- 
pected to return from the North within two years. 
Vietminh leaders had carefully explained to them 
that national elections would take place in July 1956, 
after which the soldiers could return to their homes in 
a united Vietnam under Vietminh control. Nguyen 
Huu Tho, appointed president of the National Liber- 
ation Front in 1961, later said, “There were mixed 
feelings about the two years delay over reunification, 
but the general sentiment was that this was a small 
price to pay for the return to peace and a normal life, 
free of foreign rule.” Their dream, however, did not 
come true. 








The “stay-behinds” 


The Vietminh were also highly selective in choosing 
soldiers to stay in the South and represent their inter- 


ests there. In 1954, the Vietminh controlled over- 


two-thirds of the South's villages and over one-third 
of its territory. Its military control in the South was 
strongest in remote regions like the U Minh forest on 
the Ca Mau Peninsula or along the Cambodian fron- 
tier. Vietminh political influence was pervasive. 
Cadres maintained a complete parallel, or 
“shadow,” government from village resistance com- 
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mittees through district and province levels. In some 


areas, Quang Ngai Province for example, the Viet- | 


minh provided the only effective government. Joseph 
Alsop, the columnist, visited a Vietminh zone in the 
Mekong Delta and was surprised at not finding the 
bleak, totalitarian atmosphere he expected: 


The very face of the countryside told its own story. This is 


no easy region to defend, with natural strong points and | 


places of refuge. Yet the Vietminh had successfully de- 
fended it, with no more elaborate artificial defenses than 
guerrilla traps around the villages and blockades on the 
canals to stop the passage of French armed launches. 


And there, after the long war and the hasty rebuilding of | 


the bombed-out villages, the country looked perceptively 
more prosperous—with larger palm huts, better vegetable 
gardens, and more pigs and chickens running in the vil- 
lage streets—than the French-controlled territory. 


The Vietminh, forced to demobilize their most re- 
liable cadres for regroupment, recruited youths—of- 
ten by coercive means—to replace them. To supervise 


and discipline them, the Vietminh left behind three * 


thousand political and five thousand armed cadres. 
Although the Vietminh represented a broad coalition 
of nationalists—non-Communists as well as Commu- 
nists—Communist party cadres monopolized deci- 
sion-making authority. According to a ranking party 
source, the cadres organized young supporters into 
party committees and youth groups, similar to social 
and political collectives in North Vietnam. Party and 
youth group members “were extremely well armed 
and their main activity was in preserving the secret of 


| 





their existence. ... They maintained no bases, no 
camps. ... Each soldier had a hammock which was 
his home.” 

The "stay-behinds,” however, did not resort to vio- 
lence or sabotage against the Diem regime. In antici- 
pation of the elections scheduled for July 1956, they 
conducted organizational and propaganda activities. 
A cadre recounted that “We were given training 
about the Geneva Treaty. We were instructed to 
work normally with the peasants, to earn a living and 
to explain to them the clauses of the treaty. We 
pointed out that general elections would be held in 
1956.” A captured party document explained the ra- 


| tionale for restricting efforts to a political rather than 


a military struggle: “If, immediately after peace was 
restored, we had advocated the use of armed forces 
for struggling, the people would not have listened to 
us.” In urban areas, cadres formed legal and semi- 
legal societies and political groups to criticize Diem's 
policies and mobilize support for elections. 





Diem tightens the screws 





In response to Vietminh propaganda in 1955, Diem 


initiated the Anti-Communist Denunciation Cam- 





paign. Eager to strip the Vietminh of the nationalist 


claim of representing Communist and non- | 
Communists of all political persuasions, Diem's gov- | 
ernment no longer called the cadres Vietminh but | 


used the derogatory term “Vietcong,” or “Viemamese 
Communist.” Diem's own corps of cadres, members 
of the National Revolutionary Movement dominated 
by his brothers Nhu and Can, organized mass meet- 


ings in the countryside to incite peasants to expose | 


and condemn Communists. A Vietminh cadre de- 


scribed these meetings as a “solemn ceremony of de- | 
nunciation of Communist crimes [at which] the ' 


Vietminh flag was publicly torn.” At a denunciation 
rally in 1956, tens of thousands of Saigonese wit- 
nessed two thousand former Vietminh cadres ‘‘con- 


vert’ to the government. A Saigon newspaper was | 


immediately shut down by the government for calling 
it a “puppet show.” 

The denunciation campaign was largely the work 
of Diem's Department of Information, which was 
headed by Tran Chanh Thanh. The fact that Tran 
was a former Vietminh himself and an administrator 
of justice in Ho Chi Minh's government explains the 
obvious resemblance of his denunciation methods to 


the "people's courts” of North Vietnam. His repressive | 





Psywar 
Strikes 
Again 





During the 300-day regroupment pe- 
tiod provided by the Geneva accords, 
Colonel Edward Lansdale's CIA psycho- 
logical war—"psywar”-—teams were ac- 
tive in the South as well as the North. 
While the Vietminh were using every 


means to encourage regroupment, Lans- 
dale’s teams schemed to discourage 
southern soldiers from obeying orders to 
go North. In a classified report for the pe- 
riod 1954 to 1955 entitled “Highlights of 
the Year,” Lansdale described one of his 
psywar operations: 


Polish and Russian ships had arrived in the 
South to transport southern Vietminh to Tonkin 
under the Geneva Agreement. This offered 
the opportunity for another black psywar 
strike. A leaflet was developed ... attributed 
to the Vietminh Resistance Committee [in 
charge of regroupment]. Among other items, it 
reassured the Vietminh they would be kept 
safe below decks from imperialist air and 
submarine attacks, and requested that warm 
clothing be brought; the warm clothing item 
would be coupled with a verbal rumor cam- 
paign that the Vietminh were being sent into 
China as railroad laborers. 


The First Armed Propaganda Com- 
pany printed the leaflets and distributed 
them by disguising soldiers in civilian 
clothes and sending them into southern 
Vietminh zones on foot. Lansdale was 
more than satistied with his strategem's 





effectiveness: "Intelligence reports ... re- 
vealed that [Vietminh] village and dele- 
gation committees complained about 'de- 
portation’ to the North atter distribution of 
the leaflet... .” 

Lansdale and his CIA teams also 
played a role in rooting out suspected 
Vietminh agitators and Communist sym- 
pathizers who remained in the South. 
Various CIA front organizations, os- 
tensibly engaged in construction and 
community aid projects, cooperated with 
South Viemamese government agents on 


the trail of Vietminh Communists oper- | 


ating in the villages. The Eastern Con- 


struction Company, headed by a Filipino | 


named “Frisco” Johnny San Juan, fur- 
nished five hundred trained Filipino tech- 
nieiems to South Vietnam and Laos. Their 
mission was to carry out "uncon- 
ventional” warfare operations under the 
cover of a public service group. Another 














private Filipino public service corpo- | 


ration, Operation Brotherhood, supplied 
medical services to rural farmers in South 
Vietnam while closely coordinating with 
army operations to “clean up” Vietminh 
stay-behinds 

















| techniques, which invited neighbors to inform on 


each other, were evaluated this way by an American 
observer: “All he knows are the methods that he saw 
work with the Vietminh. And they do work. He has 
been terrifically successful, you have to give him 
that.” 

A 1956 presidential ordinance authorizing the ar- 
rest and detention in political reeducation centers “of 
all persons deemed dangerous to the state” inflicted 
hardship and suffering on tens of thousands of 
people, Communists and non-Communists alike. It 
did, however, succeed in decimating the Communist 
party structure in the South. By the summer of 1956, 
approximately 90 percent of all cells in one province 
had been smashed; other provinces showed similar 
results. Many Vietminh cadres surrendered to the 
government, and some went into hiding. The cadres 
never forgot the fear and uncertainty that nearly dis- 
integrated the party: 


A great mony cadres were arrested, and the ones remain- 
ing were extremely afraid. Anyone who had been in the 
resistance was captured on sight. I fled to Saigon. Nobody 
knew I was a former resistant there. I was trying to get 
away from my friends. 


As this cadre sought refuge in the city, others fled 





A revolutionary study group in a South Vietnamese jungle 
_ area. Vietminh cadres who stayed behind in the South after 
| the Geneva Agreement met regularly to discuss the revo- 
| lutionary political theories of Mao and other Communist 

leaders. 


to former Vietminh strongholds in the remote moun- 
tains and jungle areas of the Ca Mau Peninsula and 
near the Cambodian border. There they banded to- 
gether and began to reorganize. The cadres always 
remembered those days of desperation and the les- 
sons it taught them: secrecy and mutual loyalty. 


In those days you could say we were ‘based’ in the moun- 
tains, but these were bases for survival. We had no arms 
at all and barely the means of existence. ... Control was 
so close that it was impossible for us cadres to live among 
the people. But we came down from the hills at night to try 
to make contacts. 


The political struggle for Vietminh cadres was draw- 
ing rapidly to a close. 


Armed propaganda: a step 
toward war 





October 22, 1957. At 7:25 A.M., as American officers 
prepared to leave their quarters on the outskirts of 
Saigon to report for duty, a bomb hidden in a flower- 
pot outside their building exploded. Two minutes 
later and a quarter of a mile away, a bomb went off 
beneath a bus being boarded by American enlisted 
men. Early that afternoon another blast ripped 
through the deserted reading room of the United 
States Information Service library in Saigon. Al- 
though eight servicemen were hospitalized—two in 
critical condition—no one died from the bombings, 
which the U.S. State Department labeled “part of a 
Communist plot to embarrass Vietnam's 
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pro-Western president, Ngo Dinh Diem, and to strain 
relations between his country and the United States.” 

The bombings were part of a pattern that had be- 
gun to emerge months earlier. The Vietminh were 
back on their feet, this time playing a deadlier game, 
armed propaganda. There were no longer any illu- 
sions about elections, which Diem refused to hold, 
and the stakes were high: ultimate control of the gov- 
ernment of South Vietnam. How did the Vietminh 
cadres in the South bounce back from what many 
believed was the brink of extinction? As resilient as it 
had been against the French, the party managed to 
turn seeming defeat by imprisonment, reeducation 
camps, and denunciation into a victory of sorts. It 
purged itself of “passive, undependable elements,” 
becoming a smaller but more effective and more se- 
cret organization. Known party members dis- 
appeared to areas where their identities could be 
hidden. The perhaps 10 or 20 percent of the cadres 
not exposed or caught by the government practiced 
the first principle of revolutionary warfare: survival. 
They formed new cells to rebuild the party structure. 

The armed propaganda movement entailed the 
systematic intimidation and assassination of those in 
the villages associated with the government. It in 
volved a continuous battle for the allegiance of vil 
lage peasants between the Vietminh cadres and 





Guards arrest a would-be assassin after his attempt to shoot 
Ngo Dinh Diem at Ban Me Thuot on February 23, 1957. 





handfuls of returnees from the North on the one hand 
and local government officials, militiamen, and the 
South Vietnamese army on the other. The insurgents 
correctly identified local government personnel as 
the weakest link in Diem's chain of command and at- 
tacked them with efficiency. Diem himself, by replac- 
ing elected village officials with appointed bureau- 
crats, had made it easier for the Vietminh to inflame 
peasant resentment against the “outsiders.” An au- 
thoritative observer stated that “as early as 1957 the 
cream of village officials had been murdered by the 
Communists.” 

The major difference between the Vietminh and 
the government agents, whether soldiers, Civil 
Guard, or militia, was that Vietminh cadres went to 
great lengths to demonstrate the political objectives 
of their violence to peasants, while the government 
did not. Although this difference meant nothing to the 
dead, the living were bound to take notice. A striking 
example of the cadres’ techniques is given in this ac- 
count of a young peasant villager: 


y father was killed. I came home 
had been killed at about 9:00 p.m 


st home when m 
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He was beheaded in front of the house with a sword. The 

| VC [Vietcong] left behind the verdict of the people's court 
saying that he had perpetrated bloody crimes against the 
people ... my first thought was that he was innocent. ... 
Alter the killing the VC often came to my house to educate 
me. ... They analyzed my father’s crimes. They said my 
father was a lackey paid by the enemy to harm the 
people. ... Thereafter I had no more hatred for the VC be- 
cause my father was guilty, and had to pay for his crime. I 
did not believe in his innocence anymore, and I forgot 
about his death. 


Soon afterward, this young man joined the in- 
surgents. 








A few bad omens 





Saturday, February 23, 1957, was a beautiful sunny 
day in Ban Me Thuot, and President Diem was sa- 
voring every moment of it. His tour of the highlands 
had been a resounding success. Everywhere he was 
greeted by cheering crowds, gala receptions, and 
publicity befitting a leader everyone seemed to ad- 
mire. Now the president's triumph was approaching. 
He would address tens of thousands of adoring high- 
landers in a speech witnessed by the top American 
brass in South Vietnam. As Diem made his way 
through the crowds toward the rostrum, attended by 
a tribal honor guard of mountain warriors armed 
with spears, a sense of deep pride swelled within 
him—perhaps he was performing a miracle in South 
Vietnam after all. 

Then, as if out of nowhere, a young man in the 
crowd raised a weapon and fired at the president. 
The assassin's submachine gun, leveled at Diem's 
back, fired rapidly, furiously, spraying bullets all 
around him. Members of Diem's entourage fell 
wounded, but somehow the bullets missed the presi- 
dent. When the machine gun jammed, security 
agents tackled the young man, later described as a 
Communist, and dragged him away. Diem, seem- 
ingly unperturbed, to the wonderment of spectators 
continued to the rostrum and delivered his speech as 
if nothing had happened. 


Soon other troublesome incidents disturbed Diem's - 


tranquility. Remnants of the Binh Xuyen, now in 
league with the Vietminh, began marauding along 
the Saigon River. Within a year there were more bra- 
zen attacks. In 1958 a predawn raid of Binh Xuyen 
bandits supported by Vietminh guerrillas devastated 
a rubber plantation. For five hours, the raiders sus- 
tained a reign of terror, systematically destroying the 
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plantation's power plant, offices, storage buildings, 
and processing rooms. Their sabotage halted 10 per- 
cent of South Vietnam's rubber production and cost 
the lives of eight South Vietnamese security guards. 
Similar raids became more frequent toward the end 
of 1958. 

Diem was perplexed. Were not the denunciation 
campaigns, reeducation camps, and restrictive ordi- 
nances working, stamping out the last vestige of 
Communist activity in the South? Hadn't he convinced 
the Americans that his “miracle” was real, that his 
leadership and regime were secure? As before in his 
career, Diem faced a dilemma. To admit the exis- 
tence of stepped-up Communist activity would be to 
acknowledge the failure of his extravagant promises 
to the people and the Americans. But to ignore the sit- 
uation could have the most dangerous consequences, 
giving a freer hand to the Communists and inviting 
further deterioration of government control in the 
countryside. 

When a Saigon newspaper raised the specter of 
renewed Communist terrorism, printing an article 
critical of the government's handling of security prob- 
lems, Diem made his decision: to cover up the matter. 
The government shut down the newspaper and fined 
the editor. The exasperated editor fumed at Diem's 
“bury your head in the sand” response to what many 
perceived as a worsening crisis: “I only exercise the 
right of a free press by warning the authorities, often 
too much optimistic, against the threat that really 
exists.” 





Hanoi: “Let the revolution 
in the South begin!” 





The southern cadres' aggressive tactics also pre- 
sented party leaders in Hanoi with a dilemma: to 
urge them on with direction and support or to restrain 
them, if possible, until North Vietnam was ready to 
launch the revolution on its own terms. When Hanoi 
in 1954 had withdrawn most southern fighting forces 
to the North, the idea was to select the best of them to 
meet the manpower needs of the regime. In a letter to 
the regroupees, Ho thanked his southern brothers for 
their services to the People’s Army and to the revitali- 
zation of the North: 


Since the day you were regrouped here, you have re- 
garded the North as your home ... and eagerly taken part 
in the construction of the North. Everyone has endeavored 
to do his duty. 


Ho, however, was confident of victory in the 1956 
elections and believed that a military solution to 
reunification would not be necessary. He stressed to 
all Vietnamese, especially the southern cadres, that 
the political struggle for reunification would ulti- 
mately be successful: 


The regroupment in two regions is a temporary measure: 
It is a transitional step for the implementation of the armi- 
stice and negotiation of peace, and paves the way for na- 
tional reunification through general election. Regroup- 
ment in regions is in no way a partition of our country.... 


When the political struggle for elections failed, Ho 
was in a quandary. Southern regroupees in the North 
were growing restless, and cadres in the South were 
being steamrollered by Diem's anti-Communist cam- 
paign. Le Duan, the party secretary, known to have 
been in the South in 1956, communicated to Hanoi the 
plight of the cadres there. According to captured 
documents, Le Duan expressed his conviction that 
Diem would eradicate the Communist movement in 
the South unless Hanoi took action. He felt that Hanoi 
was “wasting time” in hoping Diem's government 
would fall and asserted that Diem should be “forcibly 
overthrown" as soon as possible. Ho and other party 
leaders, however, chose a different course. Although 
permitting a trickle of homesick cadres to go south, 
they continued to play the waiting game. 

Even after Moscow's declaration of 1957—which 
spelled out the “nonpeaceful transition to socialism” 





and, Le Duan argued, “created favorable conditions 
for the revolutionary movement in South Vietnam” — 
Hanoi hung back. Party leaders still feared condi- 
tions in the South were not ripe, that acting too soon 
might endanger later success. Then in late 1958 Le 
Duan returned to the South and reported to Hanoi 
that cadres fighting for their lives there were ready to 
go ahead with the revolution, with or without the 
North. This time Hanoi responded positively to Le 
Duan's assessment of the situation in the South. North 
Vietnam was finally emerging from the economic dol- 
drums of the mid-1950s, its gross national product 
(GNP) growing at a healthy rate of 6 percent a year. 
Foreign aid, Chinese and Russian, was readily avail- 
able, and foreign trade was up markedly. A “guns 
and butter” policy was now a viable option. 

In May 1959, at the Fifteenth Plenum of the Central 
Committee of the North Vietnamese Communist 
party, Hanoi's fateful decision was announced. It 
called for a “strong North Vietnamese base for help- 
ing the South Vietnamese to overthrow Diem and ex- 
pel the United States.” The party's resolution charged 
the U.S. with being “the main obstacle to the realiza- 
tion of the hopes of the Vietnamese people and an 
enemy of peace.” Southern cadres applauded the 
resolution, praising it as the turning point in the 
struggle of all Communists, North and South, to unify 
the country by force. As for the regroupees, it was 
time to go home, not to enjoy “peace and unity,” but 
as the vanguard in a bloody war for which few South 
Vietnamese or Americans were prepared. 


Vietminh re- 
groupees from the 
South meet 
President Ho Chi 
Minh in 1957. 
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A Nation at War 


Dusk fell quickly over the quiet crossroads town 
of Bien Hoa, twenty miles north of Saigon, on July 
8, 1959. 

For Major Dale Buis of Imperial Beach, Califor- 
nia, the steamy humidity of Vietnam was going 
to take some getting used to. Major Buis had ar- 
rived in Bien Hoa only two days before to join the 
Military Assistance Advisory Group seven-man 
detachment advising South Vietnam's Seventh 
Infantry Division. Now, inside a gray stucco saw- 
mill recently converted into an American mess 
hall, Major Buis showed snapshots of his three 
young sons to Major Jack Hallet of Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana, and Captain Howard Boston of Blairs- 

: burg, ? Iowa; Master Sergeant Chester Ovnand 
finished a letter to his wife in Coppers Cove, 
Texas, and ‘dropped it in the mess hall mailbox. 
Two of the Americans drifted off to play tennis. 
The other. six decided to watch a Jeanne Crain 
movie, The Tattered Dress, on a home movie 
projector. ne 














Absorbed in the first reel of the film, the men didn't 
hear the six guerrillas who crept out of the darkness 
alongside the makeshift theater. They didn't hear 
them ready a French MAT submachine gun in the 
rear window, push two rifle muzzles through the pan- 
try screens, and take up positions covering the Viet- 
namese guards at the front of the mess hall. At about 
7:00 p.m. the first reel came to an end. Sergeant 
Ovnand stood up and snapped on the lights. 

Instantly high-caliber bullets tore across the mess 
| hall from every direction, killing Ovnand and Buis, 
and seriously wounding Captain Boston. Major Hal- 
let leaped across Ovnand's body to turn off the lights; 
otherwise all six Americans might have perished. In 
the darkness outside, two Vietnamese guards and the 
mess cook's eight-year-old son, who had been 
watching the movie through a side window, lay 
dying. 

By the time reinforcements reached the compound 
fifteen minutes later, the guerrillas had slipped away 
into the night. 





“A nation at war” 


Coming as it did during the week of the fifth anniver- 
sary of the Diem government, the attack on Bien Hoa 
was a calculated attempt to embarrass the govern- 
ment and intimidate the Americans. In both respects 
it was successful. Diem expressed the ‘profound re- 
gret” and “indignation” of the Vietnamese people 
and staged a protest rally at Bien Hoa where thirty 
thousand people listened to speakers denounce the 
“Communist crime” and demand the death penalty 
for the perpetrators. The guerrillas had already 
termed July “anti-American month.” Now security 
guards were doubled at the homes and offices of 
| some two thousand American officials and at the 
MAAG offices in Saigon. American cars were placed 
under surveillance to prevent the attachment of 
booby traps, and all packages addressed to Ameri- 
cans were searched. At Bien Hoa the five remaining 
Americans were on duty the day following the attack. 
Before they had been unarmed; now each carried a 
45 automatic. 

For all the publicity it received, however, Bien Hoa 
was only the most notable of a growing number of in- 








Preceding page. A South Vietnamese Marine patrols the 
coast in Ben Tre Province looking for junks carrying con- 
traband or soldiers from North Vietnam. 
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cidents during the summer of 1959. Guerrilla units 
held up a bus, stripped the passengers of their valu- 
ables, then demanded “three cheers for Ho Chi 
Minh.” Twenty miles from Saigon, rebels seized a vil- 
lage, then painted propaganda slogams in the streets 
and on the walls of buildings. During August, a peas- 
ant rebellion broke out in Quang Ngai Province in 
central Vietnam. 

In the countryside, assassinations of village offi- 
cials escalated sharply. From mid-1959 to mid-1960, 
approximately twenty-five hundred officials were 
killed, twice the number slain during 1958. American 
agricultural machinery in villages near the Cam- 
bodian border was systematically destroyed. Insur- 
gents conducted vigorous campaigns against 
schoolteachers, particularly in Long An, Dinh Tuong, 
and Kien Hoa provinces, kidnapping some, killing a 
few, and intimidating many. By the end of 1959 thou- 
sands of local schools had been forced to close. Ter- 
rorism, sabotage, and subversion were no longer 
sporadic and isolated, but continual, concentrated, 
and ominous. 

More disturbing even than these events, however, 
was the growing number of armed attacks on vil- 
lages, highway tratfic, and government military out- 
posts. Six former Vietminh bases became the focal 
points of renewed insurrection. Along the Cambodian 
border, at the southern tip of the Mekong Delta, and 
in the forested region north of Saigon, insurgent 
bands no longer content to pursue political agitation 
had commenced active rebellion. When guerrillas 
fell on the government outpost of Trang Sup in Tay 
Ninh Province, Diem told a French correspondent, 
“Vietnam is a nation at war.” 

Some of the insurgent actions during these months 
represented the continuing resistance of non- 
Communist groups, including scattered remnants of 
the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects. Unrest also struck 
the highlands, where government efforts to tramsplant 
lowland Vietnamese into paramilitary settlements 
met increasing montagnard resistance. The energy 
behind the new insurgency, however, came primarily 
from Vietminh veterans and from ordinary peasants— 
beleaguered, disatfected, and increasingly willing to 
take arms against the Diem regime. 





The infiltrators 


The insurgent forces, numbering perhaps five thou- 
sand by the end of 1959, were in part indigenous and 











The 
Infiltrators 





The journeys of organized military 
units from North Vietnam into South Viet- 
nam along the nascent Ho Chi Minh Trail 
before 1962 have long been secretive and 
controversial. The infiltrators themselves, 
however, suffered the same fatigue and 
fear, hunger and heat that dogged other 
soldiers in Vietnam. Their scribbled diary 
entries offer a glimpse into the lives of the 
dedicated guerrillas. 

On July 18, 1961, a sixty-man Vietcong 
guerrilla unit slipped into South Vietnam's 
central plateau from Laos. Commanding 
officer Captain Nguyen Dinh Kieu pro- 
claimed in his dog-eared diary: “From 
this day on, I am in the Fatherland 
again.” His unit had endured a hard 
month's hike of over two hundred miles 
from the North through cold mountainous 
jungles and soaking monsoon rains, mov- 
ing each day from one secret camp to the 
next. Along the way, two of his men had 
gotten drunk, and Captain Nguyen, wor- 
ried that deserters or poor discipline 
would alert South Vietnamese Rangers, 
had punished them severely. Enemy 
planes flew overhead constantly once 
they were inside the South. When some of 
his men shrank from the sight of blood- 
shed, Lao Dong party member Nguyen 


wrote: “This can be remedied only by in- 
tense political activity.” 

In August, his unit reached its destina- 
tion, Kon Brai, having suffered only two 
losses. Nguyen met with district party 
committee members to map strategy. 
Soon the squad began to “gather all mili- 
tary power in Safe Base Number 1, then 
launch[ed] simultaneous attacks all over 
the mountain area.” 

Captain Nguyen filled his journal with 
proverbs echoing those of Chairman Mao 
and General Giap: “Respect the local 
population and never touch their prop- 
erty. ... Be extremely friendly with local 
comrades and very parsimonious with 
the food supply they give us. ... There will 
be long marches, no transportation, little 
food. ... Beware of relations with women. 
... Never leave packages of cigarettes at 
campsites. ... Observe absolute secrecy 
and discipline. ... Only attack when vic- 
tory is certain.” On September 26, 1961, 
Captain Nguyen broke that last rule. In a 
reckless foray against the government- 
held village of Da Ka Koi, he was killed. 


“For two days we have been short of 
food and had only glutinous rice,” Viet- 
cong medical officer Mai Xuan Phong 
noted in his diary. It was mid-May of 
1961, and his unit had just crossed Route 
9 west of the DMZ, in Laos. “This portion 
of our route is really hard,” he lamented. 
“The sun is burning hot. We do not have 
enough drinking water.” Ordered to 
head further south, Mai reached Darlac 
Province on August 7 and was attached 
to a newly formed two-squad unit of 
mountain tribesmen led by infiltrators 
from the North. He wrote, “There are no 
conditions or means for me to operate. 
There is not sufficient medicine. Life on 
this base is really difficult.” Nevertheless, 
the unit's “armed propaganda” effort— 
attacks on land development centers 
around Ban Me Thuot and mass propa- 
ganda—were successful. “We have 
awakened these people after the dark 


years they lived under My-Diem [the 
American-supported Diem regime],” he 
wrote. “We seized many documents and 
much military equipment.” On October 3, 
ARVN forces overran the Vietcong camp 
and Mai's crude infirmary, capturing a 
diary but not its author. 


Do Luc infiltrated the South in June of 
1961. A romantic and lonely man dedi- 
cated to the cause, Do Luc had left his girl 
friend behind in the North. He opened his 
diary with a message he wished she had 
sent him: “We are in love and we have 
talked about that many times. Even 
though mountains and rivers separate us, 
I shall wait until the revolution succeeds!” 

A native of the highlands, he had 
joined the Vietminh in March 1954 and 
went north the following year “a vic- 
torious fighter,” leaving his family behind. 
There he became a DRV army regular, 
working with his comrades to construct 
factories “under a bright sky and under 
the superior socialist regime.” From De- 
cember 1960 until May 1961, the veteran 
Communist guerrilla was in Laos helping 
the Pathet Lao “annihilate the reactionary 
clique of Phoumi Nosavan and Boun 
Oum.” And then, Do Luc wrote, 


Por the third time my life turned to war again. 
For the liberation of our compatriots in the 
South, a situation of boiling oil and burning 
fire is necessary! A situation in which husband 
is separated from wife, father from son, 
brother from brother is necessary. I joined the 
ranks of the liberation army in answer to the 
call of the front for liberation of the South. 
Now my life is full of hardship—not enough 
rice to eat nor salt to give a taste to my 
tongue, nor enough clothing to keep myself 
warm. But in my heart I keep loyal to the 
party and to the people. I am proud and 


happy. 


On September 3, 1961, in a battle near 
Daktrum, Do Luc was shot and killed. 
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| in part regrouped southern Vietminh infiltrated back 


into South Vietnam. 

When those southerners were regrouped to the 
North under the Geneva accords of 1954, they en- 
tered special North Viemamese Army regiments that 
later spearheaded the reinfiltration. Those chosen to 
return to the South were well prepared. Most had 
combat experience, and many had learned technical 
skills in such specialties as communications, demoli- 
tions, and medical aid. The regroupees were familiar 


| with the people, culture, and geography of the South 


and had powerful reasons for wishing to return. They 


| deeply resented what the Diem regime had done to 


their families and compatriois. Virtually all longed to 
return home, as the words of two soldiers attest: 


I was joyous to learn of my assignment to go south. I was 
eager to see my home village, to see my family, to get in 
contact with my wile. 

When I received my orders to go south it was the happiest 
moment of my life, for I would fight, suffer, and win with 
the people. 


At training centers like Xuan Mai near Hanoi, they 
attended courses lasting from several weeks to sev- 
eral months. Once trained, the regroupees formed 
into units of from forty to four hundred. A few. infil- 
trated by boat. But most made an arduous one- to 
two-month trek into South Vietnam, first by truck from 
North Vietnam into Laos and then by foot along the 


| Ho Chi Minh Trail, a network of relay bases and 
| jungle paths crossing the most inaccessible parts of 


Laos. By the end of 1959, the southern guerrilla ranks 
had been bolstered by perhaps a thousand re- 


| groupees. 


| Pacification: the army 





How had this relative handful of guerrillas managed 
to launch and maintain an armed rebellion? They 
had to their advantage a country ideally suited to 
guerrilla warfare: impenetrable forests and in- 
accessible mountains, a vast river delta of endless 
rice fields crisscrossed by canals and a spider web of 
footpaths, with safe havens just across the border in 
the jungles of Laos and Cambodia. They also had in 
their favor the disorganization and unpopularity of 
the government. In Diem, they confronted a man of 
conservative, even reactionary, temper in a social 
and economic climate demanding radical solutions. 
Even more valuable, perhaps, was the continued un- 
willingness of the Diem regime to admit publicly the 
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full extent of rebellion until insurrection had become 
civil war. 

Nonetheless, South Vietnam was not without the 
means to defend itself. Ranged against the guerrillas 
was the military and political establishment of the 
government of South Vietnam, a nationwide adminis- 
trative apparatus, a regular army of one hundred 
and fifty thousand and paramilitary forces totaling an 
additional ninety thousand men. All this was backed 
by the military assistance, economic aid, technical 
cooperation, and political support of the United 
States. 

Nor was Saigon prepared to give in to the rebels. 
On the contrary, during 1959 and 1960 Diem set in 
motion a number of pacification measures designed 
to frustrate the insurgents—military counteroffensives, 
the resettlement of the civilian population, the estab- 
lishment of special courts to hunt down Communist 
agents, and more. That the rebellion continued to 
grow despite these efforts was not for lack of suf- 
ficient resources, but because of peasant hostility, 
military and administrative incompetence, and a po- 
litical vision restricted to the single end of keeping the 
ruling family in power. In fact, much of the govern- 
ment’s pacification program proved counter- 
productive. The resistance increased in proportion to 
the repression employed by Saigon. 

From the beginning of the Diem regime the Army 
of the Republic of Viemam (ARVN) had been the gov- 
ernment's principal tool for controlling the population. 
Diem was not prepared to alienate the influential 
landlord class by carrying out real social reform. 
Even if he had been willing to take the political risk, 
he was unlikely to win peasants to his cause by re- 
distributing land they had already received from the 
Vietminh. As a result, most ARVN operations had less 
to do with locating the scattered bands of insurgents 
than with intimidating local villagers into obedience 
to Saigon. 

Trained and equipped by the United States to re- 
sist an invasion from North Vietnam, the army was ill 
equipped to fight a guerrilla war. Many of the regu- 
lar South Vietnamese divisions occupied static de- 

_fense positions along the North Vietnamese and Lao- 
tian borders. Deployed in part to give validity to 
southern claims of northern aggressiveness, in part to 
divert attention from official repression in the coun- 


The GVN looked first to the army in its efforts to pacify the 
countryside and then to a variety of paramilitary groups. This 
patrol contains both local Civil Guard (in black) and re- 
gional Bo An (in khaki) militiamen. 
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Many villagers felt imprisoned rather than protected in the 
government's “fortified villages.” Here residents of Tam 
Khanh pose for a village portrait. 


tryside, these forces absorbed the bulk of Diem's 
available military manpower. Those units that did 
conduct active operations rarely pursued the insur- 
gents into the jungles and paddies. Lacking an ade- 
quate intelligence network, traveling in trucks, weap- 
ons carriers, and jeeps, the army almost never left the 
safety of the roads. 

The ARVN suffered as well from a divided chain of 
command. Assessing the risk of weakening the paci- 
fication effort as less dangerous than the risk of mak- 
ing a coup easier, Diem refused to delegate military 
authority to his generals. Instead, he divided it be- 


tween the generals and the thirty-eight province . 


chiefs, each one directly answerable to him. The 
same fears led the president to promote officers on 
the basis of their loyalty to his family rather than their 
military competence or experience and to rotate sen- 
ior officers so regularly that no consistent counter- 
insurgency effort could be mounted. 

At U.S. insistence, efforts were made during 1959 to 
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remedy some of these deficiencies. The government 
began to retrain and reequip the Civil Guard and 
added ranger units to regular divisions to make the 
army more operationally flexible. The GVN con- 
structed an enlarged network of bamboo and con- 
crete forts manned by the Civil Guard and the 
Self-Defense Corps. A Republican Youth Corps was 
created to help defend hamlets and villages. Simulta- 
neously, American advisers were made available 
down to regiment and battalion levels. 

The army also mounted several major counter- 
offensives. The most successful was a campaign in 
the guerrilla-ridden Ca Mau Peninsula carried out 
by American-trained marines. In two weeks govern- 
ment forces killed three hundred insurgents, captured 
four hundred, and accepted the surrender of seven 
hundred more. When the ARVN launched a series of 
full-scale operations into the Plain of Reeds and east- 
ern Cochin China, however, it met stiff resistance, in- 
cluding resistance from the inhabitants themselves. 

Here was the crux of the military's dilemma: the 
ARVN was a conventional army intent on the conven- 
tional objective of defeating the enemy's military 


forces in the field. At the same time, the army had 
principal responsibility for maintaining government 
control over a restive peasant population. When 
civilians impeded military operations, they were 
searched, brutalized, their food stolen, their property 
destroyed, their women assaulted, their lands seized, 
their families resettled. But the guerrillas were fight- 
ing a different war, a political war for political objec- 
tives. Their strategy was not to defeat the ARVN in 
battle, but to gain the support of the civilian popu- 
lation. In turn, the population would become a source 
of food, clothing, recruits, and operational in- 


- telligence. Avoiding confrontations with the numer- 


ically superior government troops, using terror se- 
lectively, the guerrillas concentrated on destroying 


' the administrative and economic fabric of the Diem 


>» 


regime and on winning over the peasants of the 
countryside. 


Pacification: resettlement 


If the army alone could not control the peasants, al- 
ternative means had to be found. Another strategy 
adopted by the government was the resettlement of 


_ large numbers of peasant families into fortified vil- 


lages in the most active insurgent areas. 

At the beginning of 1959 the government began to 
regroup scattered montagnard tribes into defensible 
communities. This program had the long-run effect of 
focusing montagnard discontent against the GVN, 
thus making it easier for the insurgents to subvert the 
tribes. In an area southwest of Saigon, resettlement 


| was undertaken along political lines. Families with 
ties to the Vietminh or Vietcong, or suspected of har- 


boring pro-Vietcong sympathies, were grouped into 
one type of new settlement. Into others the govern- 
ment grouped “loyal” families. Almost immediately 
peasant opposition developed, and within a few 
months the action was halted. 

In its place emerged the “agroville” program, a 
concept much hailed in Vietnam and the United 
States despite its meager success. Borrowed from the 
British in Malaya, where thousands of ethnic Chinese 
jungle squatters had been resettled away from guer- 
rilla activity, the agrovilles were to be centers of eco- 
nomic development, political security, and military 
communication. Each settlement was designed for 
400 families (two to three thousand people) with a 
surrounding cluster of smaller agrovilles of 120 fami- 
lies each. But unlike the British version, each would 
be built astride a known corridor of Communist infil- 
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tration or in an area of guerrilla concentration. Their 
construction would be accomplished through the 
forced labor of peasants, who would then receive a 
house and a plot of land. The agrovilles were to offer 
schools, a market center, hospitals, a public garden, 
electricity, and other amenities of urban life. 

Agrovilles were expected to spark the economic 
development of the rural areas and promote the so- 
cial revolution of the countryside. Most important, 
they would “protect” the peasants from the Commu- 
nists. No longer would the guerrillas “come to the 
people at night to pester them extorting money and 
paddy,” as one glowing newspaper account read, 
“and feed them with false propaganda.” 

To the peasants, who were already angry with the 
Diem regime because of its land reform policies and 





A South Vietnamese prisoner works in one of Diem's many 
“reeducation” camps (left). By the late 1950s the camps held 
an estimated fifty thousand people, most of them anti- 
Communist opponents of the Diem regime or citizens arrested 
on “suspicion.” Ironically, the poster above this prisoner por- 
trays inmates of a North Vietnamese prison. 





its abolition of village elections, the agrovilles were 
only another source of discontent. They objected to 
the forced labor necessary to build them. They ob- 
jected even more to being uprooted from their ances- 
tral land, from their homes, their tombs, their devel- 
oped gardens and fields, and sent to strange and 
often desolate places. 

The government master plan called for the com- 
pletion of eighty agrovilles, sixteen by the end of 1960. 
By then only eight had been built. Eventually peasant 
resistance and insurgent attacks led to the abandon- 
ment of the program, with only twenty-two com- 
pleted. After the war it was discovered that the archi- 
tect of the agroville scheme, Colonel Pham Ngoc 
Thao, had been a key Communist operative. “His 
purpose was to antagonize peasants and alienate 
them from the Diem regime,” recalled one of Thao's 
old comrades, “and it worked.” 


Men and women alike were collected for reeducation. De- 
spite the prohibition against mingling of the sexes, children | 
frequently were born and raised in the camps. 
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Pacification: repression 


When Diem was asked about the government's use of 
force to compel peasants to live in the new settle- 
ments, he observed that “coercion has had a vital 
role in most change.” The president rarely displayed 
any reluctance about using force against the civilion 
population. Even before the outbreak of active rebel- 
lion, Diem had employed the tools of repression to 
hunt down suspected Communists and anyone else 
who might challenge his regime. His government sent 
mobs to wreck the offices of newspapers critical of 
government policies; established the Can Lao, an 
elite political police organization; and initiated the 
Denunciation of Communists Campaign, which sent 
thousands of Vietnamese to prisons and “reeduca- 
tion” camps, where torture, blinding, and mutilation 
were common. 

During 1959 the government intensified and ex- 
panded the scope of official repression. The denun- 
ciation campaign continued apace. In the province of 
An Xuyen with a population of three hundred thou- 
sand, a five-week campaign resulted in the surren- 
der of 8,125 Communist agents and the “denuncia- 
tion” of 9,806 other agents and 29,978 “sympathizers.” 
The government's semiofficial newspaper, the Cach 
Mang Quoc Gia (National Revolution Daily), outlined 
a new program, the “radiating” plan, which called 
for the concentration of military, paramilitary, and 
police units in a selected number of centers. From 
these centers government forces would “radiate” out 
to arrest suspects, using lists compiled during the de- 
nunciation campaign, supplemented by names sup- 
plied by secret informers in the villages. “Let us mer- 
cilessly wipe out the Vietcong,” clamored Cach 
Mang, “no longer considering them as human 
beings.” 

The heart of the new campaign, however, was the 
notorious Law 10/59. Under this measure special mil- 
itary courts were established which, upon their own 
authority, could summon anyone who “commits or in- 
tends to commit crimes with the aim of sabotage or of 
infringing upon the security of the State,” as well as 
“whoever belongs to an organization designed to 
help to prepare or to perpetrate these crimes” (em- 
phasis added). Trial took place within three days of a 

charge, often within twenty-four hours. The tribunals, 

| accompanied by portable guillotines, rendered one 

| of three decisions: not guilty, life imprisonment, or 
death. There was no provision for appeal. 

American observers often faulted the Diem govern- 
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ment for its inefficiency in confronting the insurgents 
and in promoting social ond economic reforms. In so 
doing, they failed to understand that for Diem the real 
enemy had never been the sects, the bandits, or the 
Vietminh. The real enemy had been the people, and 
particularly the peasants. Against this enemy the 
government moved with ruthless efficiency. Small 
wonder then, amid wholesale “denunciations,” arbi- 
trary arrests, secret police, drumhead courts, political 
prisons, forced resettlement, and the depredations of 
government troops, that terrified peasants would 
have looked with increasing favor on the only group 
capable of resisting the Diem regime, the veteran 
cadres of the Vietminh. 


The Caravelle manifesto 


The systematic elimination of non-Communist politi- 
cal opposition to the Diem regime left peasants, and 
other ordinary Vietnamese, with nowhere else to turn. 
The 1959 elections for the National Assembly are a 
case in point. In deference to western opinion, the 
government permitted some independent candidates, 
like Dr. Pham Quang Dam, the leader of the Free 
Democratic party, to run for election in Saigon while 
seeing to it that they could not win. Press censorship 
kept their names and positions out of the news- 
papers; the Public Meetings Law prevented them 
from addressing groups of more than five people; 
and supporters putting up posters were arrested. In- 
dependent candidates were subject to prosecution for 
any number of fictitious offenses. One candidate was 
taken to court because a moustache had been drawn 
on one of her billboard pictures. Another was fined 
because several of his posters were outlined in red. 
Other candidacies were invalidated because posters 
were too big or too small. In all, eight candidates in 
the Saigon area were disqualified on such grounds. 

In the provinces, meanwhile, government officials 
threatened to arrest would-be candidates and haul 
them before military courts as Communists unless 
they withdrew. One National Assembly aspirant re- 
called: 








The 1959 election was very dishonest. Information and 
Civic Action cadres went around at noon when everyone 
was home napping and stuffed the ballot boxes. If the re- 
sults still didn’t come out right they were adjusted at dis- 
trict headquarters. ... The Cong An [special police] beat 
people and used the "water treatment” [forcing water 
down a person’s throat, or holding his head underwater]. 
But there was nothing anyone could do. Everyone was too 
terrified. 
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A mourner in a Catholic village near Tay Ninh, an area un- 
der repeated insurgent attack, burns candles on the coffin of 
a village guard killed by the guerrillas. 
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Despite such harassment and intimidation, Dr. Dan 
won election to the National Assembly, outpolling the 
government candidate six to one. Diem still had him 
barred on the trumped-up charge of violating the 
campaign laws by exceeding his quota of speeches. 
When Dan entered the assembly and demanded his 
seat, he was forcibly removed. 

By the beginning of 1960, anti-Communist nation- 
alists feared that unless Diem's arbitrary methods 
were restrained, the Communists would quickly win 
the sympathy of the people. On April 26 a group of 
eighteen notables—ten of them former government 
ministers—assembled at the Caravelle Hotel in Sai- 
gon to issue a manifesto warning of the impending 
catastrophe. Declaring that South Vietnam faced “a 
situation that is extremely dangerous to the very ex- 
istence of the nation,” the petition charged the gov- 
ernment with denying civil liberties, copying “dictato- 
rial Communist methods,” conducting one-party rule, 
and maintaining a corrupt and inefficient bureauc- 
racy. These were, the petitioners admitted, “bitter 
and harsh truths.” But unless the government re- 
sponded swiftly, the truth would “burst forth in irre- 
sistible waves of hatred on the part of a people sub- 
jected for a long time to terrible suffering, and a 
people who shall rise to break the bonds which hold 
it down.” 

The Caravelle group announced they would form 
a national front and attempt to register as a political 
group. Diem refused to acknowledge their manifesto. 
Vietnamese newspapers did not report their de- 
mands. The petitioners, without a sizable political fol- 
lowing of their own and tainted by their earlier asso- 
ciation with the French colonial government, got 
nowhere. It proved to be the last civilian effort to 
bring the Diem government to heel. 


The insurrection: South or North? 


A month earlier another manifesto had been hurled 
at the Diem regime, not by Saigon political figures, 
but by the insurgents. In a “Declaration of the Veter- 
ans of the Resistance,” the guerrillas described a 
reign of terror and declared that Diem had “driven 








- the people of South Vietnam to take up arms in 


self-defense.” Calling for a “democratic government 
of National Union” to replace “the fascist dictatorship 
of the Ngo family,” the manifesto urged the “full and 
energetic implementation” of the Geneva accords 
and the initiation of negotiations with North Vietnam 
“with a view to the peaceful reunification of the 
Fatherland.” The declaration demanded the elimi- 















Village hero: With his handmade 
machete, Ouk Ton killed six guerrillas 
attempting to organize his Mekong 


eras Delta village. 





| nation of all United States bases, the expulsion of 


American military advisers, and an end to American 
interference in South Vietnam. 
Although broadcast over the insurgents' clandes- 


| tine radio, the Veterans Declaration remained un- 


known to most Vietnamese. Yet it raises one of the 


| most persistent questions about the origins of the Viet- 





nam War and the assumptions upon which American 
involvement rested. 
The United States government accepted as an ab- 


| solute political boundary what most Vietnamese, 


North and South, regarded as nothing more than an 
artificial and temporary line of demarcation. Ameri- 
can officials consistently asserted that the insurrection 
was conceived and directed by one sovereign nation, 
North Vietnam, against another, South Vietnam. In 
testimony before Congress in 1965, Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk maintained that Hanoi had opted for 
armed struggle in 1959 because it had given up hope 


| of taking over the rest of Vietnam in any other way 
| and because the South was “far outstripping” the 


North socially and economically. According to Rusk, 
Hanoi waited until 1959 to initiate its aggressive pro- 
gram because of continuing domestic difficulties and 
because the Lao Dong party needed time to organize 
its forces in the South. 

Hanoi, after all, had never regarded the partition 
of Vietnam as either legitimate or acceptable. By the 


| end of the 1950s the northern regime had sufficiently 





stabilized its political base to turn its attention once 
more to reunification. Shortly after Le Duan's trip 
through the South in late 1958, a South Vietnamese 
branch of the Vietnamese Communist party was es- 
tablished. And it was soon atter the meeting of the 
Fifteenth Plenum of the Central Committee in Hanoi 
in May 1959 that the level of fighting in the South in- 


| creased markedly. Iı is clear that during the latter 
| part of 1959 Hanoi began to send former Vietminh 


regroupees and a few northern agents back to the 
South. By September, Hanoi radio broadcasts termed 
recent insurgent forays "our attacks” and praised the 


| “skill of our commander and the good will of our sol- 


diers.” As for the Declaration of the Veterans of the 
Resistance, Communist defectors later told an Ameri- 
can investigator that the manifesto had been dratted 
at the direction of the Central Committee of the Lao 
Dong party and designed with the dual purpose of 


| arousing support in the South for the revolution while 


obscuring the true leadership of the rebellion. 
Others have argued that the insurrection was 
southern-rooted, a reaction against the repressive 
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measures of the Diem regime; that the North had little 
choice but to take advantage of a situation of seeth- 
ing discontent. An American anthropologist working 
in a village in the Mekong Delta reported that by 
1958 the area had already experienced the activities 
of a new political movement called the Mat Tran Dan 
Toc Giai Phong Mien Nam Viet Nam (National Front 
for the Liberation of Vietnam). A clandestine radio 
calling itself the Voice of the South Vietnam Liber- 
ation Front began broadcasts in the South in the 
middle of 1958, calling repeatedly for “struggle 
against oppression by the dictatorial Americam 
Diemists.” These broadcasts were denounced by Ra- 
dio Hanoi as provocations by Saigon and American 
agents. But they may have been regarded by the 
northern Communists as a challenge to their estab- 
lished policy which did not call for armed rebellion. 

Contrary to official U.S. pronouncements, by 1959 
social and economic conditions in South Vietnam 
were rapidly deteriorating. Diem's failures—not his 
vaunted miracle-had provided the opportunity for 
successful insurrection. At the same time, Diem's 
crude, often brutal pacification efforts were not with- 
out result. One veteran Vietminh cadre later recalled 
the last months of 1959 as “the darkest period for the 
party in the South, when if you did not have a gun 
you could not keep your head on your shoulders.” 
This period was the darkest because of Law 10/59, be- 
cause of the various political organizations such as the 
National Revolutionary Movement and the rural youth or- 
ganizations, and because of the constant military cam- 
paigns. There was no place where party members could 
find rest and security. Almost all were imprisoned and 
shot. 

It was against this background, and the continuing 
desire for reunification, that the demand for armed 
resistance grew. The French journalist Jean La- 
couture has recorded that an agent from the North 
attended the meeting of the resistance veteroms in 
March 1960 and reported back that it represented a 
popular movement that Hanoi would not be able to 
ignore. Emissaries sent south to test public opinion af- 
ter the Veterans Declaration were badly received by 


- Vietminh cadres. Lacouture concluded that the lead- 


ership in Hanoi did not decide to support armed in- 
surrection “except at the specific demand and under 
the moral pressure of the militants in the South.” 
While debate continues over the precise level of 
Hanoi's involvement in South Vietnam between 1956 
and 1960, the totality of the evidence available today 
suggests that the insurrection was southern-rooted, 


and that an overwhelming majority of the insurgents 
was either living in the South at the outbreak of the 
rebellion or returned to the South from the North 
where they had been regrouped in 1954. There can 
be little doubt that the ground was fertile in South 
Vietnam for armed revolt. It is equally apparent, 
however, that Hanoi seized on southern discontent at 
a relatively early date, coordinated overall strategy, 
provided technical assistance and a modest amount 
of supplies, and beginning in November 1959, con- 
ducted a propaganda offensive that would culminate 
thirteen months later in the formation of the National 
Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam. 





Direct aggression 





In November 1959 orders from the Central Committee 
in Hanoi reached the district and village level in the 
South. Armed bands sprang up everywhere and in 
late January, at the beginning of the celebration of 
Tet, they attacked. Insurgents raided rubber plan- 
tations and government outposts. They broke into a 
battalion headquarters near the Cambodian border 
and made off with arms and ammunition. In Long An 
Province, south of Saigon, a wave of attacks and as- 
sassinations turned the holiday period into a week of 
horror. During the entire previous year, only 3 per- 
sons had been assassinated in the province. Now, in 
the space of a week, 26 people were killed. Many 
more were slated for execution, but escaped. After a 
few days of terror a typical police report read: “Five 
armed men surrounded the home of the hamlet chief, 
but he had already fled the hamlet several days be- 
fore.” In Long An's Can Duoc District, 90 out of 117 
hamlet chiefs resigned, while the rest huddled in 
market towns near government military outposts. 
Vietnamese newspapers reported coordinated at- 
tacks and individual acts of terrorism all over the 
delta: 140 army and civilian casualties; 15 kidnapped 
or missing; 53 Communist deaths; and 323 suspects 
arrested. 

In Kien Hoa Province, Vietminh cadres under the 
leadership of Madame Nguyen Thi Dinh provoked 
the first dong khoi (concerted uprising) of the insur- 
rection. Insurgent peasant bands isolated govern- 
ment posts, captured government agents, and de- 
stroyed the Tan Thoi agroville. Within days the 
rebellion had spread throughout the province. The in- 
surgents abolished the government village apparatus 
and redistributed land belonging to ‘reactionary 
landlords” to poor peasants. With the weapons they 


seized, the peasants established an armed company 
which, along with scattered guerrilla units from the 
villages, resisted a large government counterattack. 

Government forces suffered their biggest defeat 
during this Tet offensive at Trang Sup in Tay Ninh 
Province. The fortress at Trang Sup, a thousand 
yards long by eight hundred yards wide, surrounded 
by seven-foot-high earthen ramparts with ma- 
chine-gun towers at each corner, housed the 
thirty-second ARVN regiment, numbering two thou- 
sand soldiers. On the night of the lunar New Year’s 
eve, bombs planted by guerrilla agents shattered the 
holiday peace, destroying the radio installations and 
command post and signaling the guerrilla assault. 
Two hundred insurgents stormed over the ramparts 
and made their way to the arms depot as govern- 
ment troops ran screaming from barracks going up 
in flames. Some surrendered, others rushed outside 
the fortifications. With the help of porters and some 
government soldiers who defected to the guerrillas, 
the insurgents made off with one thousand rifles and 
automatic weapons. The two battalions sent after the 
guerrillas pursued them only as far as the nearby 
jungle. The loss of weapons was serious and embar- 
rassing. The psychological impact of the attack, how- 
ever, was far more decisive. A few days after the 
battle one hundred frightened ARVN soldiers 
deserted the garrison, while local government 
officials began making judicious contact with the 
insurgents. 

Within weeks the People’s Liberation Army of 
South Vietnam (PLA) announced its formation, and 
the fighting continued to escalate. In March, insur- 
gents killed or kidnapped an average of 25 local offi- 
cials each week. In April, the PLA engaged ARVN 
forces 126 times. Insurgents slipped into the army 
garrison at Tay Ninh City while most of the regiment 
was on leave, killed 40 of the 300 men on duty, and 
took three truckloads of arms and ammunition. At the 
end of the month, a 100-man guerrilla force infil- 
trated an ARVN training base, ambushing 250 re- 
cruits who were practicing river crossings in rubber 
rafts. The insurgents killed 50 and captured the rest. 
They marched their prisoners into the jungle, lectured 
them on the evils of their government, and sent them 
home stripped to their shoes. 

The guerrilla attacks in the southern provinces had 
a devastating effect on the government's adminis- 
trative machinery. Before, government agents could 
move freely through most of the area while Commu- 
nist agents operated covertly. Now the situation was 
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reversed. The government apparatus withdrew, tax 
collections fell off, and with the threat of exposure 
and capture greatly reduced, peasants began mov- 
ing into insurgent groups in ever larger numbers. 

Between June and October the insurgents strength- 
ened their hold on the Mekong Delta, taking advan- 
tage of its ideal guerrilla terrain, exploiting the am- 
tagonism of local villagers toward the Catholic 
refugees from the North who had been resettled 
there, and cautiously distributing arms to four regi- 
ments of Hoa Hao soldiers. Intelligence reports put 
the guerrilla forces in the delta at between three 
thousand and five thousand by the middle of 1960. Si- 
multaneously, guerrilla attacks moved closer to the 
cities. In Can Tho, on the Mekong River, insurgents 
blew up a large oil storage depot. In July, govern- 
ment forces killed nearly eighty guerrillas in three 
battles in the Saigon area. 

Meanwhile, infiltration from the North continued, 
with regroupees moving into the central highlands 


During the aborted 1960 coup against Diem, an insurgent 
paratroop captain reports the seizure of the presidential 
guard barracks. 





where they joined indigenous guerrilla units and pre- 
pared to open a new front in the spreading rebellion. 
At the end of October, three heavily equipped battal- 
ion-strength guerrilla units attacked Kontum, two 
hundred and fifty miles northwest of Saigon. Hoping 
to establish a military foothold in the strategic region, 
or at least erect a protective screen between South 
Vietnamese garrisons and guerrilla units infiltrating 
from the North, the insurgent forces overran seven 
ARVN and Civil Guard posts before being pushed 
back across the Laotian border by government in- 
fantry and paratroop regiments. 

On November 8, in the wake of the fierce fighting 
at Kontum, the Diem government for the first time for- 
mally charged North Vietnam with direct aggression, 
claiming that the enemy had attacked from bases in 
the North using major units that crossed Laotian terri- 
tory to reach the battleground. Declaring that the at- 
tack “verified” that Laos had become a Communist 
sanctuary, the government statement warned that “if 
South Vietnam falls, their victory will be complete in 
this vital part of the world.” 

Three days later Diem himself was under attack— 
not by the guerrillas or the North Viemamese, but by 
his own army. 


The November coup 


In the early morning darkness of November 11, 1960, 
five crack paratroop battalions, backed by tanks and 
marines, encircled the presidential palace in central 
Saigon. There was nothing between them and the 
overthrow of the Diem regime but a handful of palace 
guards. Hours later the rebels seized control of the 
city’s radio station and announced that the govern- 
ment had fallen. 

The identity of the rebels—part of the Saigon secu- 
rity forces considered most faithful to the president— 
may have surprised the Saigonese wakened from 
their sleep by predawn gunfire. But that an attempt 
should be made to oust Diem came as no shock. For 
more than a year dissatisfaction with Diem, his gov- 
ernment, and his conduct of the war had mounted. 


- The most vocal unhappiness came from the Vietnam- 


ese intellectual community, embittered by the presi- 
dent's repressive measures and his refusal to under- 
take serious administrative reforms. But discontent 
was most potent within the ranks of the army. Ameri- 
can training had made the younger officers, im- 
patient with Diem's absolutism, resentful of presiden- 
tial favoritism in army promotions, and exasperated 
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with the obstacles Diem placed in their way in the 
fight against the guerrillas. 

Colonel Vuong Van Dong, a leader of the coup, 
was considered by American military officials to be 
one of his country's most brilliant young soldiers. But 
the rebels had blundered badly. Meeting unexpect- 
edly stifí resistance from the Palace Guard, they 
were content to maintain a cordon around the presi- 
dential grounds. Their failure to promptly take over 
the radio station enabled Diem to prepare a taped 
appeal to loyal troops which was broadcast at fifteen 
minute intervals for several hours. Even as thousands 
of civilians massed before the palace gates carrying 
banners calling for the ouster of the president and his 
family, the adroit Diem persuaded the rebels to nego- 
tiate their demands. During all-night discussions be- 
tween the president and Colonel Dong, Diem agreed 
to dissolve the government, cooperate with the para- 
troopers' revolutionary council, and join with them in 
fighting Communist subversives. But by the morning 
of the twelfth, two infantry divisions loyal to the re- 
gime had reached the capital. As they advanced to- 
ward the palace grounds, the marines who had 
fought with the rebels the day before now turned 


their guns on the insurgents. The paratroopers were 
driven back to defensive positions around their bar- 
racks a half mile away. The rebellion was finished. 
The coup, in effect, had been talked to death. 

On the following morning the New York Times, 
which had frequently complimented Diem on the 
achievements of his regime, now warned the South 
Vietnamese president not to ignore the discontent that 
had provoked the coup attempt. Between insurrection 
in the countryside and anti-Communist disgust with 
the authoritarian and reactionary nature of the Diem 
government, "the president is between two fires, ei- 
ther of which could yet consume him and his regime.” 
Much depended, the newspaper said, on “what re- 
forms he now decides to make to meet such justifiable 
grievances as may exist among his people.” 

Diem's concern was less the alleviation of his 
people’s distress, however, than the restoration of his 
authority. The collapse of the coup was followed by 
mass arrests of anti-Communists, whether they had 


Soldiers loyal to Diem—identified in the confusing battle by 
red scarves around their necks—relax along a Saigon street 
after a thirty-hour fight against the insurgent paratroopers. 























On December 20, 
1960, “somewhere 
in the South,” the 
National Liberation 
Front is established. 
At one of the first 
meetings, Chairman 
of the Front Nguyen 
Huu Tho denounces 
the U.S.-Diem 
("My-Diem”) 
regime. 


any connection with the coup or not. Although only 
one member of the Caravelle group, Tran Van Van, 
was implicated in the coup, most of the others were 
immediately rounded up and imprisoned. Dr. Dan, 
who had thrown in his lot with the conspirators, was 
arrested, jailed, and tortured. 

In the aftermath of the coup, Diem refused to per- 
mit any significant troop movements without his per- 
sonal approval, further crippling the already sagging 
counterinsurgency efforts. Seeing enemies every- 
where, the president withdrew more and more into 
himself and the narrow circle of his family. Most im- 
portant of all, with the spectacular failure of the para- 
troop revolt and the jailing of nationalist opposition 
leaders, the initiative for change passed wholly to the 
guerrillas and their Communist allies. 





The National Liberation Front 





The Communists were ready. The previous twelve 


months had been a time of escalating armed rebel- ~ 


lion. Even more important, it had been a time of in- 
tense organizational effort. Down from the North dur- 
ing this period came not only soldiers and supplies 
but also expertise, experience, and organizational 
know-how. Beneath the battle that raged throughout 
the South during the spring and summer of 1960, 
Communist cadres sounded out potential recruits, 
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marked likely candidates for leadership roles, held 
surreptitious meetings, created covert village cells, 
and made cautious contacts with other disaffected 
elements. In this effort the Communists worked fre- 
quently with non-Communists, muting their ideology 
in favor of joint hostility to the Diem regime. They 
drew into their ranks Vietminh veterans, elements of 
the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects, remnants of the Binh 
Xuyen, university students, farmers from the Mekong 
Delta, members of the Nationalist party, as well as 
army deserters, young men fleeing conscription, 
leaders of splinter political parties, and refugees from 
the denunciation campaigns. By the end of the year 
they were prepared to put in place the organization 
through which the revolution would be carried out. 
Meanwhile, North Vietnam had mounted a propa- 
ganda campaign that put the blame for the division 
of Vietnam on the United States. Hanoi denounced 
American allies in South Vietnam as puppets and 
lackeys and legitimized northern support for the 
southern rebellion as a necessary extension of the 
Vietnamese revolution. In September 1960, the Third 
Congress of the Lao Dong party publicly committed 
North Vietnam to the support of the southern insur- 
gency. Delegates to the congress heard Secretary 
General Le Duan describe the liberation of the South 
as a “two-stage affair: first, the elimination of the U.S. 
imperialists and the Ngo Dinh Diem clique, ... then 


_ _2 >= m... DZ 


the establishment of a national democratic coalition 
government” that would negotiate with the North for 
reunification. The vehicle for the liberation of the 
South would be "a united bloc of workers, peasants, 
and soldiers to bring into being a broad united na- 
tional front.” 

On December 20, at a meeting "somewhere in the 
South” attended by a hundred delegates represent- 
ing a dozen or more political and religious groups, 
the National Front for the Liberation of the South—the 
National Liberation Front (NLF)—was established. 





A world away 





In Washington, the news made hardly a ripple. The 
New York Times didn't get around to noting the for- 
mation of the NLF until the end of March, and then 
only with a single sentence in the middle of another 
story. At the beginning of 1961 Americans had other 
things to occupy their attention: The Ameri- 
can-supported regime in Laos was falling apart; mu- 
tual hostility had just resulted in the severing of diplo- 
matic relations with Cuba; there was war in Algeria, 
and crisis in the Belgian Congo. At home the Univer- 
sity of Georgia was resisting court orders to desegre- 
gate, and the Eisenhower administration had just 
submitted a record $4 billion welfare appropriation to 





Congress. Most diverting of all were the results of the 
recent national political campaign and the ap- 
proaching inauguration of the youngest man ever 
elected to the presidency. 

For John Kennedy, too, it was a busy time. There 
were cabinet selections to be made, a legislative pro- 
gram to begin to pull together, the inaugural address 
to which he devoted more than a little attention, and 
endless briefings. President Eisenhower and the 
young president-elect met twice during the transition. 
Their last conversation, the day before the inaugura- 
tion, ranged over a deluge of problems: the balance 
of payments crisis; the anti-Castro guerrilla forces 
being trained in Guatemala; and Laos, which Eisen- 


hower described as the key to Southeast Asia. They | 


didn't talk about Saigon or Diem, or the NLF or the 
Vietcong. And later, when the reins of power had 
passed into his own hands, Kennedy would recall 
that final meeting. “You know,” he told an aide, with 
some amazement, “Eisenhower never mentioned it, 
never uttered the word, Vietnam.” 


At the Third Congress of the Lao Dong party held in Septem- 
ber 1960 in Hanoi, Secretary Le Duan pledged support for the 
southern insurgency. Liberating the South would be “a two- 


stage affair: first elimination of the U.S. imperialists and the | 


Ngo Dinh Diem clique ... then the establishment of a na- 
tional democratic coalition government.” 











Waging 
the 
Cold War 


When in the 1950s the American 
people first focused on the growing con- 
flict in Vietnam, it was through the 
clouded lens of the Cold War. World War 
II had left only two nations able to assume 
global political leadership: the United 
States and the Soviet Union. Uneasy allies 
during the war, their basic ideological 
disagreements fed on the disruptions of 
the postwar world. Russian domination of 
Eastern Europe, support for Communist 
revolutions in Europe and Asia, and suc- 
cessful testing of an atomic bomb pro- 
voked fears of Soviet military aggression 
and world conquest. The United States 
sought to contain Russian advances by 
ringing the Soviet sphere with military al- 
liances. With the outbreak of the Korean 
War in June 1950, this policy was put to a 
stern test. 





Soldiers of Mao Tse-tung's People's Liber- 
ation Army, 1951 (left). Although later 
events would prove otherwise, to most 
Americans, at the time, Communist China 
was simply an extension of Soviet military 
and political power, part of a monolithic 
world Communist movement controlled 
from Moscow. 





U.S. Marines launch a rocket barrage 
against Communist positions in Korea. 
Early victories of United Nations forces 
(chiefly American and South Korean) were 
reversed with the Chinese military inter- 
vention of November 1950. Although much 
of the lost ground was made up within six 
months, warfare continued until an uneasy 
armistice was signed on July 27, 1953 














Intensification of the Cold War in the 
early 1950s was accompanied within the 
United States by a growing fear of Com- 
munist “subversion.” Between 1947 and 
1952, over 6.5 million Americans were 
checked for security under the Truman 
loyalty program. Even more ominous 
were claims made by Wisconsin Senator 
Joseph McCarthy that hundreds oí Com- 
munists were at work in the government 
and armed forces. The denunciation of 
Alger Hiss, a former State Department of- 
ficial, as a Communist spy and the con- 
viction (and eventual execution) of Ethel 
and Julius Rosenberg for selling atomic 
secrets to the Russians, seemed to give 
credence to McCarthy's charges. 


Left. As chairman of a Senate subcommit- 
tee, Joseph McCarthy and his demagogic 
inquiries into alleged Communist penetra- 
tion of the government bequeathed the epi- 
thet “McCarthyism” to the American politi- 
cal vocabulary. The senator's frequently 
unsubstantiated charges wrecked careers, 
intimidated officials, and spread an atmos- 
phere of fear and suspicion across the na- 
tion before he was finally censured and 
stilled by his Senate colleagues. 


A huge radioactive cloud towers forty thou- 
sand feet into the air two minutes after an 
American hydrogen bomb test in the Pa- 
cific in 1951 (above). Russia's acquisition of 
an atomic bomb in 1949 had ended Amer- 
ica's monopoly of nuclear weapons. A new 
and deadly arms race was underway 


Soviet tanks enter Budapest, November 
1956, to crush the Hungarian rebellion. 
Only months before, Soviet Premier Khru 
shchev had denounced the “crimes of the 
Stalin era” in a repudiation of the recent 
Russian past. But the show of force by Mos 
cow cast doubt on the liberality of Stalin's 
Successors and confirmed American suspi 
cions of Soviet intentions in Europe 
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U.S. pilot Francis Gary Powers viewing the 
remains of his U-2 spy plane in a Russian 
hangar. Powers pleaded guilty to espio- 
nage before a high Soviet military tribunal, 
deepening the chill of the Cold War on the 
eve of the Kennedy presidency. 





A man given to gestures of truculent bra- 
vado—he was fond of telling small coun- 
tries how many bombs it would take to de- 
stroy them—Nikita Khrushchev transformed 
the defensive Cold War waged by Stalin 
into an aggressive pursuit of Soviet inter- 
ests around the world, 








By mid-decade, America confronted 
Soviet-style regimes from Berlin to the 
Pacific. Personifying this Communist co- 
lossus in American minds was the new 
first secretary of the Russian Communist 
party, Nikita Khrushchev. The son of a 
Ukrainian miner, Khrushchev rose swiftly 
through the ranks of the party, gaining ef- 
fective political control six months after 
Stalin's death in 1953 and becoming 
prime minister five years later. Earthy, di- 
rect, boastful, and bellicose, Khrushchev 
alternated between gestures of reconcili- 
ation and threats of destruction, calling 
for “peaceful coexistence” between the 
Soviet Union and the United States, but 
warning the western democracies: “We 
will bury you.” 


If thoughtful Americans could dismiss 
Khrushchev's bluster, they could not ig- 
nore a series of undeniable Soviet tech- 
nological achievements: the development 
of their own hydrogen bomb; the first in- 
tercontinental ballistic missile; and Sput- 
nik, the first Earth satellite. Equally strik- 
ing were Russian political triumphs in 
Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin 
America. Meanwhile, the United States 
was helping to overthrow alleged Com- 
munist or pro-Communist governments in 
Iran (1953) and Guatemala (1954), and 
helping to install or prop up supposedly 
prowestern governmenis in Egypt (1954), 
Lebanon (1958), and Laos (1959). Six 
months before the 1960 presidential elec- 
tion, the war of nerves tilted in Russia's di- 
rection with the Soviets’ announcement 
that they had shot down an American 
U-2 spy plane. When President Eisen- 
hower refused to apologize for the in- 
cident, Khrushchev made it clear that he 
would have no serious dealings with 
Washington until there was a new Ameri- 
con president. 


An audacious and charismatic figure, 
Cuba's Fidel Castro marched into Havana 
in January 1959 pledging a “humanist” 
revolution that would avoid the errors of 
both capitalism and communism. But his 
expropriation of American companies and 
his growing identification with the Soviet 
Union angered Washington. Feari 
Russian satellite only ninety mile 
American shores, the Eisenhower admini 
tration placed an economic embarc 
the island nation and began training 
ban exiles for an invasion of their ) 
land. 
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January cold had gripped Washington for a 
week when the first flakes fell across the capital 
during the early afternoon of the nineteenth. 
Within hours icy winds had whipped the heavy 
snow into drifts, snarling traffic into monumental 
confusion. Thousands abandoned their cars. 
Thirty members of the staff found themselves 
snowbound at the White House, while outside 
the Kennedy home on N Street, reporters and 
photographers huddled like patient snowmen, 
- waiting for developments. 

But the snow, the wind, even the threat of post- 
poning the next day's events made no visible im- 
pression on the young president-elect. From a re- 
ception for Eleanor Roosevelt to a concert at 
Constitution Hall, from an entertainment spectacu- 
lar at the Armory to a private party at a Washing- 
ton restaurant, he seemed to defy what nature had 

hurled across his path. Smiling, laughing, relent- 
less and dominating, unperturbed and in- 
defatigable, he made his way across the city. 














An East Berlin soldier breaks for freedom in August 1961, 
leaping over barbed wire dividing East from West Berlin. 
The construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961 added to world 
tension as John Kennedy faced the mounting crisis in 
Vietnam. 


At last toward dawn the snow began to stop. By 
noon a brilliant sun glittered on the Capitol Plaza. 
The cold, the snow, the invocation by Boston's Rich- 
ard Cardinal Cushing, a poem by Vermont's Robert 
Frost, the rhythmic cadences of the new president as 
he repeated the oath of office, all echoed a traditional 
American heritage. “What I want to say,” Kennedy 
had explained to a reporter a week earlier, “is that 








Preceding page. Inauguration Day, 1961. “My fellow citizens 
of the world: Ask not what America will do for you, but what 
together we can do for the freedom of man.” 
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the spirit of the revolution still is here, still is a part of 
this country.” Now as he addressed the nation, it was 
to these ideas that he returned. 

The torch of leadership had been passed “to a new 
generation,” began the president, “born in this cen- 
tury, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bit- 
ter peace, proud of our ancient heritage—and unwill- 
ing to witness or permit the slow undoing of those 
human rights to which this nation has always been 
committed.” The world was “very different now” from 
the world of the first American patriots, but "the same 
revolutionary beliefs for which our forebears fought 
are still at issue around the globe.” 

Let those nations still emerging from centuries of 
colonialism know our pledge that “one form of colo- 
nial control shall not have passed away merely to be 
replaced by a far more iron tyranny.” Let those bil- 





lions struggling daily just to survive know that Amer- 
ica is prepared to expend its “best effort” for "what- 
ever period is required.” 

In all the history of the world, only a few gener- 
ations had been charged with the responsibility of 
defending freedom at a moment of genuine peril. 


Now the trumpet summons us again—not as a call to arms, 
though arms we need—not as a call to battle, though em- 
battled we are—but a call to bear the burden of a long 
twilight struggle. ... 


If the path ahead was long and difficult, if it would 
demand the utmost of strength and sacrifice, then this 
was the price the nation would have to pay. “I do not 
shrink from this responsibility,” affirmed the new 
president, "I welcome it.” 





At the Vienna Conference of June 1961, JFK meets Soviet Pre- 
mier Nikita Khrushchev for the first time. The failure of the 
Vienna meeting to resolve its main issue—the Berlin stale- 
mate—made Kennedy increasingly wary of Soviet expansion- 
ism in Asia. 





The cold war framework © 








Kennedy's words electrified the throng crowded 
around the inaugural stand. But amid the cheers and 
applause, one man sat silently watching. Wrapped in 
a gray overcoat, his gray hat pulled down over his 
forehead, Soviet Ambassador Mikhail Menshikov lis- 
tened impassively, neither frowning nor smiling. 

Only two weeks earlier Russian Premier Nikita 











Khrushchev had thrown down an unmistakable chal- | 
lenge to the new administration. Speaking before the | 


party faithful in Moscow, Khrushchev boasted of com- 
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munism's inevitable triumph and pledged unreserved 
Soviet support for “wars of national liberation.” In 
Cuba, Algeria, and Vietnam, successful uprisings 
had already taken place. Soon Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America would tremble with the shock of revo- 
lution. “Communists are revolutionaries,” added the 
premier ominously. “It would be a bad thing if they 
did not take advantage of new opportunities.” As 
surely as he had inherited the Oval Office and the 
Lincoln bed, John Kennedy had inherited the Cold 
War. 

Kennedy came into office at a time when the issue 
of Communist aggression preoccupied American po- 
litical debate. Global crises, reported Newsweek 
magazine the week of the inauguration, are “stacked 
up for Mr. Kennedy.” Pointing to Europe and the 
deteriorating situation in Berlin, to Latin America 
where Castroism was spreading through much of the 
troubled region, to Africa where Russia was moving 
“into what once was a Western preserve,” the maga- 
zine declared that the Communists had “broken 
through” most of the barriers built by the West to con- 
tain them. “The greatest single problem that faces 
John Kennedy,” concluded the report, “and the key to 
most of his other problems, is how to meet the aggres- 
sive power of the Communist bloc.” 

Kennedy would soon be put to the test. Throughout 
1961 the Cold War generated crisis after crisis: the 
aborted invasion by Cuban refugees at the Bay of 
Pigs in April; the search for a cease-fire in Laos in 
May; the truculent summit meeting between Kennedy 
and Khrushchev in June; the shock of the Berlin Wall 
in August; and the resumption of Russian atmos- 
pheric nuclear testing in September. In these same 
months Kennedy would be making major adjust- 
ments in the defense budget, calling up one hundred 
and fifty thousand reservists, initiating a national pro- 
gram of fallout shelters for protection against nuclear 
attack, and orchestrating a new arms build-up to 
close the so-called “missile gap.” 

It was in this superheated atmosphere that the first 
major reappraisal of the American commitment to 
Vietnam was undertaken. During the course of that 
year-long review, Kennedy came under intense 
pressure—from his own advisers, from the Vietnam- 
ese, and most of all from the Pentagon—to take deci- 
sive military steps to retrieve the situation. For them 
Vietnam became, more than anything else, a test of 
will, a line drawn in the sand. Kennedy was himself a 
cold warrior. Unlike John Foster Dulles, however, he 
saw that confrontation not as a religious crusade, but 
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as an ideological contest of power. Wary of casual 
military involvement, skeptical of the capacity of the 
United States to police the world, his would be a 
voice of restraint in the evolution of American policy 
on Vietnam. But he could never wholly escape the 
imperatives of the Cold War, never wholly escape his 
own brave promise to “pay any price, bear any 
burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, op- 
pose any foe, to assure the survival and the success 
of liberty.” 


Situation Vietnam 


In the canals of the Mekong Delta and the crowded 
streets of Saigon, the new president's rhetoric con- 
fronted a rapidly deteriorating reality. The National 
Liberation Fronts campaign of terror and propa- 
ganda continued unabated. Coordinated military at- 
tacks increased as the guerrillas tried to force gov- 
ernment troops to withdraw from the villages into the 
larger towns. 

In Washington, the new president had scarcely 
learned his way around the west wing of the White 
House, when Vietnam came forcibly to his attention: 
first in the form of a Counter-Insurgency Plan (CIP) 
worked up during the last months of the Eisenhower 
administration; and then in a memorandum on the 
Vietnam situation from the ubiquitous Colonel, now 
General Edward Lansdale. 

The Counter-Insurgency Plan appeared on Ken- 
nedy's desk during his first week in office. It called for 
additional U.S. aid to support a twenty-thousand- 
man increase in the ARVN (up to one hundred and 
seventy thousand men) and to train, equip, and sup- 
ply a thirty-two-thousand-man addition to the Civil 
Guard (up to sixty-eight thousand). In exchange, 
Diem would be asked to consolidate the army chain 
of command, broaden his government to include op- 
position leaders in the cabinet, give the National As- 
sembly real power, curb corruption, and launch 
“civic action” in the countryside to win the loyalty of 
the peasants. The plan concluded confidently that, if 
these measures were properly implemented, they 
would “turn the tide” in the battle against the 
insurgents. 

It was a modest proposal to help the South Viet- 
namese help themselves, and Kennedy approved the 
CIP on January 28, virtually without discussion. So it 
must have been with some impatience that he 
greeted Walt Rostow four days later, when his ad- 
viser brought him the Lansdale memo. His schedule 
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was very tight, the president told Rostow. Did he 
need to read it all? Fifteen minutes later Kennedy 
looked up. "This is the worst one we've got, isn't it?” 

Returning to Washington after several weeks in 
Vietnam, Lansdale offered a far graver assessment of 
the situation than had the CIP. South Vietnam was in 
precarious shape. During the past twelve months the 
insurgents had swelled in numbers, both through in- 
filtration from the North and through rapid mobiliza- 
tion in the South. They had extended their control 
over ever-larger sections of the countryside and 
were now perilously close to a takeover. The South 
Vietnamese military command was in disarray; the 
administrative bureaucracy was a shambles. In 
short, the Diem government was totally unprepared 
to combat the mounting level of insurrection it now 
confronted. 

Worst of all, in Lansdale's judgment, few in Sai- 
gon—Americans or Vietnamese—recognized that 
South Vietnam faced not merely rebellion, or even 





Seven-year army vet- 
eran Ace Richardson 
prepares for night ma- 
neuvers in the swamps 
of North Carolina. Dur- 
ing weeks of rugged 
training, Special 
Forces volunteers 
learned how to blow 
up bridges, parachute 
into jungle terrain, fire 
a montagnard cross- 
bow, and choke a sen- 
try to death without 
making a sound. 


armed aggression directed by Hanoi, but revolution- 
ary war conducted along the lines laid down by Mao 
and Giap. If South Vietnam was to survive, it would 
have to radically revise its military thinking. If it was 
to prevail, it would have to confront the enemy with 
the tactics and strategy of unconventional warfare. 
Kennedy immediately instructed Rostow to find out 
what the army was doing about counterinsurgency 
training. He soon learned to his dismay that the Spe- 
cial Forces at Fort Bragg consisted of fewer than a 
thousand men using outdated training manuals and 
unsophisticated equipment. Kennedy was deter- 
mined to do better. At the president's direction the 
Special Warfare Center began preparing soldiers to 
challenge guerrillas in the jungles and mountains of 
the Third World. Training centers in Panama, Oki- 
nawa, and West Germany were expanded. The State 
Department initiated courses in counterinsurgency 
for Foreign Service officers. The president read 
works by Mao and the Argentinian guerrilla theorist 
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Che Guevara, and then pointedly recommended 
them to all concerned. By the end of the year a Spe- 
cial Group (Counterinsurgency) had been estab- 
lished to coordinate the nation's capacity to wage un- 
conventional warfare. 





A confusion of purpose 





Meanwhile the administration had to deal with a 
stubborn ally no less intractable in his way than the 
shadowy NLF guerrilla. As negotiations over the CIP 
began in Saigon in mid-February, Washington was 
determined to gain a commitment from Diem on nec- 
essary reforms. 

The State Department assumed that essential 
agreement on the CIP could be reached in two 
weeks. In fact negotiations lasted nearly three 
months. Six weeks went by before unanimity had 
been reached on even the general outlines of the 
plan. As first MAAG in Saigon and then the Joint 
Chiefs grew impatient, Washington began to hedge. 
Since success could not be achieved without the will- 
ing cooperation of the Vietnamese, the embassy was 
instructed not to push Diem too hard. When the 
long-awaited decrees finally appeared in early May, 
they were little more than meaningless pieces of pa- 
per. Six months later the very same reforms remained 
high on the administration's agenda. Meanwhile the 
United States went ahead with the aid package, and 
Diem got his troops. 

Not for the last time did the opportunity to be firm 
with Diem elude the Kennedy administration. This 
was due in part to a confusion of purpose within 
Washington. On the one hand, the State Department 
believed that only substantial reforms would make it 
possible for the Souih Vietnamese to successfully re- 
sist Communist insurrection. On the other hand, there 
was constant pressure from the military, and others, 
to get on with the war. 

For his part, Diem remained an ardent Vietnamese 
nationalist, suspicious of foreign interference and irri- 
tated by the assumption that if only the Vietnamese 
would listen to American advice their country might 
amount to something. Increasingly, he avoided hav- 
ing to listen to such suggestions by the simple ex- 
pedient of doing all the talking himself. Diem's 
monologues were already legendary, but during 
1961 they passed all bounds, frequently lasting six, 
seven, even twelve hours. Whether this was a tactic 
or a disease, it made “negotiations” an interminable 
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process. Perhaps most important, Diem knew he was 
in the driver's seat. Without a ready alternative—and 
Diem had seen to it that there was none—Washington 
either had to live with him or risk “losing” South Viet- 
nam altogether, a politically unacceptable prospect 
for a Democratic president whose party had paid 
dearly for “losing” China to communism only a dec- 
ade earlier. 

In any case, the South Vietnamese president had 
more immediate concerns in the spring of 1961 than 
the CIP. Presidential elections planned for early April 
gave him an opportunity to impress Washington with 
his popular support, but they also offered the insur- 
gents a tantalizing opportunity to embarrass his re- 
gime. Diem had nothing to fear from his two obscure 
opponents—a rubber planter and a doctor of Oriental 
medicine—but government troops could not prevent 
the guerrillas from threatening village notables, forc- 
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ing peasants to tear up voting and identity cards in 
hopes of minimizing the turnout, and warning of a 
major offensive on the day of the election. In Saigon, 
grenades took two lives and wounded more than 
twenty people, two of them Americans, in the last 
days before the balloting. 

The threatened attack, however, never material- 
ized. Washington issued an election eve statement of 
support, and Diem was reelected to another six-year 
term, capturing nearly 80 percent of the vote. But be- 
neath the official reports and the heavy voter turnout 
lay disturbing signs. Many voters apparently went to 
the polls to have their registration cards clipped, 
fearing that the lack of this badge of citizenship might 
lead to future difficulties with the authorities. Even so, 
nearly 25 percent of Saigon's seven hundred thou- 
sand voters stayed away from the polls. Of those who 
did vote, fewer than half cast their ballot for Diem. 
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A new direction 





Just before the election the Times of Vietnam reported 
that Washington "has now fully examined” the situa- 
tion and “decided that the wisest course is to continue 
to extend its support to the present Vietnam Govern- 
ment.” In fact, up to this point the Kennedy adminis- 
tration had simply followed policy lines established 
during the Eisenhower years. It was only in late April 
that the new administration began to establish its 
own policy on Vietnom. 


Diem emerged the overwhelming victor in the controlled 
elections of 1961, thanks in part to these students parading in 
his behalf. The president faced no serious opposition, and 
many Saigon intellectual and professional figures refused to 
vote. 
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The job of conducting this review was turned over 
to an interagency task force headed by Deputy Sec- 
| retary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric. But before Ken- 
| nedy came to any decision, the State Department and 
| the Joint Chiefs of Staff would have their say, and 
| above the policy battle loomed the imposing figure of 
| General Douglas E. MacArthur. 

The task force was established on April 20, the day 
after the Cuban invasion force had surrendered at 
the Bay of Pigs, and delivered its report on the 
twenty-seventh, as the cease-fire in Laos threatened 
to unravel, From this time on, until Kennedy made his 
first major decision on Vietnam two weeks later, the 
Viemam problem was debated in an atmosphere 
dominated by events in Laos and by the rever- 
berations of the Cuban disaster. 

Kennedy received the task force report on a day of 
| prolonged meetings on the Laos crisis and was little 
| comforted by its conclusion that the security situation 
| in neighboring South Viemam had become critical. 
| To meet the emergency, the task force recommended 
| U.S. support for a two-division increase in the South 
| Viemamese army, and, in an unprecedented pro- 
posal, recommended breaking through the Geneva- 
imposed ceiling on American military forces in Viet- 
nam by deploying thirty-six hundred U.S. soldiers to 
train the new ARVN divisions. In a covering memo- 
randum to the president, Gilpatric added his per- 
sonal suggestion that General Lansdale proceed to 
Vietnam as operations officer of the task force to 
make further suggestions for direct American action. 

The recommendations for American troop deploy- 
ment were a direct response to the Laos situation. 
The crux of this first effort by the new administration 
to define a direction of its own in Vietnam, however, 
was the proposed Lansdale mission. When he set the 
task force in motion, Kennedy wasn't looking for a 
new program, but a new man, steeped in the wiles of 
counterinsurgency, to take command of the old pro- 
| gram. Lansdale, the thinly disguised hero of the 1958 

bestseller The Ugly American (and the villain of Gra- 
| ham Greene's 1955 novel The Quiet American), 
| seemed the pertect choice. 

But under the impact of Laos, the focus of review 
shifted from the Pentagon to the State Department, 
| and there the task force report fell into the hands of 


George Ball. 














Presidential program for Viemam 








As deputy undersecretary of state for economic af- 
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fairs, Ball had spent the first months of the new ad- 
ministration almost wholly on European matters. But 
he had long been dubious about American in- 
volvement in Indochina, let alone any steps that 
might drag the United States into another land war 
on the Asian continent. Nor did the undersecretary 
have any great confidence in Lansdale, a man 
“whose time had passed,” whose solutions were 
more appropriate to the far less complex Philippine 
context of the early fifties than to the Vietnam of 1961. 
During the first week of May, Ball made a series of 
revisions to the task force report that drastically re- 
shaped the proposed dimensions of American in- 
volvement in South Vietnam. 

The State Department version of the task force re- 
port took a large step backward from the level of 
commitment proposed by the Pentagon. Lansdale’s 
role was eliminated, the task force itself to be re- 
placed by a new group under State's direction. The 
Defense recommendation that the U.S. declare its in- 
tention to intervene unilaterally if necessary to save 
South Viemam from communism was replaced by a 
proposal to explore a new bilateral treaty. The mili- 
tary actions recommended by Defense were in- 
corporated unchanged, but they were placed in an 
annex to the State report and labeled a matter for 
“further study.” Deployment of U.S. troops in particu- 
lar was made less definite: State called it something 
that “might result” from further discussions with the 
Vietnamese. And where the Gilpatric draft had 
avoided any suggestion of demanding reforms from 
the Diem government in exchange for U.S. aid, State 
called for a "major alteration in the present govern- 
ment structure of South Vietnam,” suggesting that a 
combination of inducements and pressure might still 
bring Diem around. 

The Pentagon didn't give up without a fight. After 
receiving the Ball revisions, Gilpatric asked the Joint 
Chiefs for their views on the commitment of U.S. 
troops to Vietnam. They replied with an emphatic 
recommendation for the deployment of sufficient 
American forces to provide a visible deterrent to fur- 
ther aggression by North Vietnam or China. 

Against the clamor for strong American action 
from the Defense Department and the Joint Chiets, 
Kennedy had in State a staunch ally. Now he found 
another—and a most unexpected one at that—Gen- 
eral Douglas MacArthur. At a meeting at the White 
House on April 28, MacArthur told the president it 
would be a “mistake” to fight in Southeast Asia. “He 
thinks our line should be Japan, Formosa, and the 





Philippines,” the president noted in a private memo- 
randum. Encouraged by the general's advice, Ken- 
nedy brought him back to Washington to meet with a 
group of congressional leaders. MacArthur told the 
legislators that the United States would be foolish to 
fight on the Asia continent. The future of Southeast 
Asia should be determined through negotiation. Max- 
well Taylor, Kennedy's senior military adviser, 
thought that MacArthur's advice had “made a hell of 
an impression on the president. ... Whenever he'd 
get this military advice from the Joint Chiefs or from 
me or anyone else, he'd say, ‘Well, now, gentlemen, 
you go back and convince General MacArthur, then 
I'll be convinced.’ None of us,” Taylor added, “under- 
took the task.” 

The Presidential Program for Vietnam, as it be- 
came known, was embodied in a National Security 
Action Memorandum dated May 11, 1961, and fol- 
lowed closely State's recommendations. The presi- 
dent directed the Defense Department to undertake a 
“full examination” of the size and composition of 
forces that would be necessary should the United 
States decide to commit troops to Vietnam. The am- 
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bassador in Saigon was empowered to open nego- 
tiations on a bilateral treaty with Saigon but was ex- 
plicitly advised to make no commitments without 
review by the president. To help the South Vietnam- 
ese cope with the mounting insurrection, the United 
States agreed to provide equipment, cooperate on 
health, welfare, and public work projects, and deploy 
a four hundred-man Special Forces group to Nha 
Trang to accelerate ARVN training. 





The May decisions 





What can we make of these May decisions? Kennedy 
had inherited a substantial, if not very specific com- 
mitment to South Vietnam. For fifteen years the con- 
tainment of communism had been the keystone of 


World War II hero and master strategist General Douglas 
MacArthur (center) watches what many have called his most 
brilliant stroke: The September 1950 landing at Inchon 
Beach, Korea, which crushed the North Korean army's at- 
tempted takeover of South Korea. MacArthur later warned 
President Kennedy against involving the U.S. in another 
Asian land war, this one in Vietnam. 
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The 
Laos Crisis 





On the final day of his presidency, 
Dwight D. Eisenhower led John F. Ken- 
nedy into a cabinet room filled with advis- 
ers for a last transition meeting in which 
Ike bequeathed the nation’s problems to 
his successor. The talk—of anti-Castro 
Cuban exiles training in Guatemala, of the 
balance of payments crisis—was somber. 
But the most immediately dangerous 
“mess” he was passing on, said Eisen- 
hower, existed in Laos. A Communist take- 
over there would put “unbelievable pres- 
sure” on Thailamd, Cambodia, and South 
Vietnam. SEATO nations France and Brit- 
ain hesitated to act. If no other nation 
would help, then the United States should 
be willing to intervene alone. “You might 
have to go in there and fight it out,” 
Eisenhower suggested. 

Kennedy was furious. Eisenhower, the 
soldier-statesman so proud that no war 
had started during his eight years in of- 
fice, was handing a prospective war over 
to his successor. In the first two months of 
his presidency, Kennedy devoted more 
time and task force studies to Laos them to 
any other problem. 

A landlocked country of just over 2 mil- 
lion people, Laos resembles Italy without 
the heel and toe. Two-thirds of the coun- 
try is forested, and more than half the 
population lives in the South, subsisting as 
farmers along the Mekong River and its 
tributaries. Little touched by modern civ- 
ilization, Laos has no railroads; its roads 
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and trails are limited. The ambition of the 
apolitical, predominantly Buddhist 
people, until recent years has been to be 
left alone. Politics was the preserve of a 
small elite (many of them related), which 
had begun a movement for independence 
from France after World War II. 

That movement succeeded in 1954 
when Laos gained independence as part 
of the Geneva Agreement, which also 
prohibited foreign military aid and bases 
but permitted exceptions for defense in- 
stallations. With the French withdrawal 
(a military training mission remained, 
however), America moved to turn the 
country into a “bulwark against commu- 
nism.” By 1960 the United States had 
pumped nearly $300 million—$150 per 
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President Kennedy demonstrates the 
progress of Communist insurgency in 
Laos during a press conference on 
March 23, 1961. That day he called the 
Communist threat to Laos “difficult and 
potentially dangerous.” The crisis in 
Laos dragged on into 1962. 





capita—into this primitive land, 85 percent 
of which paid for the build-up of the 
Royal Laotian Army. Under an operation 
called White Star, the Special Forces 
trained Meo and other mountainous 
tribesmen as counterinsurgent guerrillas. 
American aid also financed a tide of 
corruption, bribery, and waste. Imported 
automobiles crowded the dusty streets of 
Vientiane, the administrative capital, and 





army officers lived off American patron- 
age. The widening gap between the af- 
fluent capital and the poor countryside 
allowed the Pathet Lao—a Communist in- 
surrectionist group founded in 1950 by 
Prince Souphanouvong, under the tute- 
lage of Ho Chi Minh—to gather support in 
the villages and consolidate control of the 
two provinces it occupied with the help of 
the Vietminh. 

In 1957 neutralist Prince Souvanna 
Phouma, leader of the royal forces, nego- 
tiated with the Pathet Lao of Prince Sou- 
phamouvong (who happened to be his 
half brother). They signed the Vientiane 
Agreements, establishing a neutral Laos 
under coalition government. Displeased 
with finding Communists in power, the 
Eisenhower administration, under CIA 
aegis, set up the Committee for the De- 
fense of the National Interests (CDNI), in- 
stalling right-wing General Phoumi 
Nosavan as chief and scuttling the neu- 
tralist coalition. Prince Souvanna was 
ousted and his counterpart, Prince Sou- 
phanouvong, was jailed. He soon es- 
caped and led the Pathet Lao back to the 
mountains. The civil war resumed. 

It caused few casualties, however. 
General Phoumi's handsomely paid army 
was useless in battle. “Your chief of staff 
couldn't lead a platoon around the corner 
to buy a newspaper,” the American am- 
bassador once told him. Another diplomat 
repeated a briefing from an American 
military adviser who reported great im- 
provements in the Laotian army: “Only a 
few months ago, the Laotians used to re- 
treat without their weapons; now they 
take their weapons with them when they 
Tun away.” 

In August 1960, paratroop Captain 
Kong Le seized Vientiane on a day when 
Phoumi was out of town. He invited Prince 
Souvanna to reestablish a neutralist gov- 
ernment. Phoumi then proclaimed his 
own government and marched on the 
capital in December 1960. Souvanna fled 
to Cambodia, and Kong Le and his troops 


joined up with the Pathet Lao. 

Having rejected the neutral alterna- 
tive, the Eisenhower administration drove 
the neutralist forces into a reluctant al- 
liance with the Communists. In response 
the Soviet Union was soon airlifting 
forty-five tons of arms ond munitions 
daily from Hanoi. 

In February 1961, a few weeks atter 
Kennedy's inauguration, General Phoumi 
embarked on a campaign to recover the 
strategic Plain of Jars in Pathet Lao- 
controlled north central Laos. Though 
superior in numbers, the Ämerican- 
trained, American-equipped soldiers 
broke and ran on hearing that the North 
Vietnamese were fighting on the other 
side. Eisenhower's strategy, inherited by 
Kennedy, was in a shambles and the 
country lay open. 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff warned Ken- 
nedy that sending American troops could 
provoke a Communist escalation in the 
twin forms of Vietminh pouring across the 
border and the ultimate possibility of war 
with China. Either go in full-scale, they 
said, with sixty thousand soldiers and air 
cover (and prepare to use nuclear weap- 
ons should the Chinese intervene), or 
back off. Kennedy was reluctant to send 
in troops. Although he did not think Laos 
“worthy of engaging the attention of great 
powers,” he recognized that American 
prestige now was involved. “We cannot 
and will not accept any visible humili- 
ation over Laos,” he said. 

On March 23, he held a televised press 
conference against the backdrop of three 
maps showing the gains of Communists 
supported by the Soviet Union. “The se- 
curity of Southeast Asia will be endan- 
gered if Laos loses its neutral independ- 
ence,” he said gravely. “Its own safety 
runs with the safety of us all.” Kennedy 
alerted combat troops in Okinawa, sent 
five hundred marines to rest at anchor off 
Bangkok, Thailand, and moved the Sev 
enth Fleet into the South China Sea 


On April 1, Soviet Premier Nikita 


Khrushchev expressed his willingness in 
principle to consider a cease-fire. “Why 
take risks over Laos?” he said to Am- 
bassador Llewellyn Thompson. “It will fall 
into our laps like a ripe apple.” But 
Khrushchev delayed, in part to explain 
his policy to the Pathet Lao and Chinese, 
in part to allow the Pathet Lao time to 
capture more territory. 

While the diplomats maneuvered, Ken- 
nedy faced a crisis—the Bay of Pigs—in 
which he vetoed any military force. Lest 
the Soviets misinterpret that restraint, he 
maintained his aggressive posture in 
Laos, where fighting continued, by plac- 
ing ten thousand marines in Okinawa on 
alert once again. (The Joint Chiefs had in- 
creased their troop estimate to one hun- 
dred and forty thousand.) 

On April 24, the Soviets agreed to a 
cease-fire which took effect May 1. In the 
opinion of adviser Arthur Schlesinger, 
Kennedy, prepared to undertake a lim- 
ited intervention, had been chastened by 
the Bay of Pigs. “If it hadn't been for 
Cuba, we might be about to intervene in 
Laos,” Kennedy had told him. 

An international conference attended 
by fourteen nations convened in Geneva 
on May 16, 1961. Represented by the skill- 
ful diplomat Averell Harrimam, the United 
States pressed for a coalition government. 
Harriman, who favored Prince Souvanna 
Phouma as head of state, had managed 
to persuade the United States that Sou- 
vanna, in spite of having accepted aid 
from the Soviets, was not a Communist. 
After fourteen grinding months, the Laos 
accords, signed in late July 1962, estab- 
lished a “government of national union” 
under Prince Souvanna. Though the neu- 
tralist government was given a short life 
expectancy, the United States had de- 
cided that Laos was too fragile a place 
from which to oppose Communist expan- 
sion in Southeast Asia. If the line was to 
be held, the place to hold it was in nation- 
alist Vietnam. 
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American foreign policy. On it depended, or so many 
American officials believed, the continued economic 
and political preeminence of the United States and its 
allies. More narrowly, the United States, which had 
used its considerable influence to neutralize internal 
opposition to the Diem regime, bore the chief respon- 
sibility for the South Vietnamese government. Now 
the mounting insurrection, Diem's pleas for additional 
military aid, and the collapse of the American posi- 
tion in Laos created tremendous pressure on the new 
administration to “do something.” 

By all accounts, the military situation, though 
serious, was retrievable. To have simply given up on 
Vietnam without making any effort to determine 
whether the situation could be saved at a reasonable 
cost seemed out of the question to Washington. To 
have opened negotiations with the Communists with 
an eye toward establishing a coalition government, 
as in Laos, appeared similarly impossible. Diem had 
effectively silenced South Viemam’s sizable neutralist 
faction. To find a more effective partner than Diem 
with whom to work meant taking unknown risks. 
Moreover, in the wake of the American pullback from 
Laos, it would hardly be reassuring to other Asian 
anti-Communist leaders to dispense with one of the 
most heralded among them. 

In fact, these initial Kennedy decisions didn't com- 
mit the United States significantly further than had 
the Eisenhower administration. On the question of 
military assistance in particular, Kennedy had not 
gone beyond the program in Laos—advisers, mate- 
rial, and some covert combat assistamce. Indeed, 
what marks the May decisions more sharply than 
anything else is their general tone of almost unquali- 
fied American support for Vietnam, hedged in on all 
substantive issues—the precise nature of American 
commitment to South Vietnam, U.S. support of the 
Diem regime, the dispatch of American military 
forces—by qualifications that left the president a 
great deal of freedom to maneuver. From the admin- 
istration's point of view, it was a minimal response. 
Kennedy was determined to go forward, but slowly. 
He would see what the South Vietnamese would do 
for themselves. 


Vice President Johnson and South Vietnamese Vice President 
Tho wave the flags of each other's countries during LBJ's 
triumphant visit to Vietnam in May. Johnson's glowing as- 
sessment of Diem confirmed U.S. commitment to his regime 





The Johnson mission 





The man Kennedy dispatched during the second 
week of May to carry the administration's program to 
Saigon was Vice President Lyndon Johnson. After 
talks at the presidential palace, Johnson left Viemam 
in an expansive mood. “I have never attended a con- 
ference of any kind in thirty years that was more pro- 
ductive or more cordial,” he told reporters. “President 
Diem is the Churchill of the decade. ... He will fight 
communism in the streets and alleys, and when his 
hands are torn he will fight it with his feet.” 

Back in Washington, Johnson reported to the presi- 
dent that his mission had “arrested the decline of 
confidence” in U.S. intentions but had not restored the 
confidence already lost. He had found Diem a man of 
“admirable qualities ... surrounded by persons less 
admirable than he,” remote from his people, yet in- 
dispensable to American interests. The United States 
“must decide whether to support Diem,” said Johnson 
flatly, “or let Vietnam fall.” The South Vietnamese 
president had shown no interest in a bilateral treaty. 
American troops were neither required nor desired. 
But the U.S. must be prepared to extend increased 
amounts of military and economic assistance. The 
fundamental decision, the vice president believed, 
was “whether to meet the challenge of Communist 
expansion now in Southeast Asia or throw in the 
towel in the area and pull back our defenses to San 
Francisco and a ‘Fortress America’ concept.” 

The Johnson trip, a public relations triumph on both 
sides of the Pacific, confirmed the administration's ini- 
tial decision to cast its lot with Diem. Despite Diem's 
reluctance to accept them, it also prompted renewed 
calls from U.S. military officials for the introduction of 
American soldiers. The vice president had scarcely 
left Tam Son Nhut Airport when Lansdale sent a 
memorandum to Gilpatric pointing out that while 
Diem had rejected American combat troops, he 
seemed more willing to accept American soldiers for 
training purposes. General Lyman L. Lemnitzer, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had already let it 
be known during a trip of his own to Asia that he 
supported the use of U.S. soldiers against Communist 
guerrilla activity in Vietnam. Now MAAG Chief Gen- 
eral Lionel McGarr weighed in with a request for six- 
teen thousand American troops whose nominal mis- 
sion would be to establish ARVN training centers, but 
who would also be capable of undertaking combat | 
assignments. | 
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This kind of military involvement remained alien to 
the White House, where the outlines of a new but 
much less extensive commitment were beginning to 
take shape. In a note to Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara written during the first week of June, Walt 
Rostow proposed the force levels needed to support a 
counterguerrilla war in Vietnam. Rostow cited air- 
craft, helicopters, communications men, special 
forces, and militia teachers but did not mention com- 


| bat units. Not only was the Rostow note a precise de- 


scription of the kind of military assistance that Ken- 
nedy would ultimately dispatch to Vietnam (combat 
support and advisers, but no independent combat 
units); it also suggests the growing distance between 
the Pentagon's wish to go in with as much as possible 
and the president's desire to defer any steps likely to 
lead to confrontation on the ground between Ameri- 
can soldiers and Vietnamese guerrillas. 

But in Saigon, McGarr continued to urge on Diem 
the necessity of an enlarged U.S. military contingent. 
During their talks in May, Johnson had requested that 
South Vietnam outline its military needs. Now, Diem 
made his wishes known. He told Kennedy that the in- 
surrection in his country “has risen to the scale of a 
bloody, Communist-inspired civil war.” Indicating 
that he had sought McGarr's advice in drafting the 
proposals, Diem requested American support for an 
ARVN force of two hundred and seventy thousand 


| (an increase of one hundred thousand over the CIP 
| proposal only finally agreed upon a month earlier) 


and a “considerable expansion” of American military 
personnel to staff training centers for combat leaders 
and technical specialists. 

The Diem request sharpened administration con- 
cern over the continuing problem of how Viemam 
was to finance its own war effort. But by now the is- 
sue of force levels had come to dominate discussion 
on Vietnam. The Staley mission, a team of economists 
led by Eugene Staley of Stamford University, went to 
Vietnam in mid-June to explore how Saigon might 
take on a greater share of the war's financial burden. 
They returned with a number of rather vague eco- 
nomic proposals and two specific recommendations 
on the size of the South Vietnamese army: two hun- 
dred thousand men if the insurgency remained at 
present levels; two hundred and seventy thousand if 
the level of insurrection increased, or if the Commu- 
nists gained control of Laos. Meanwhile, on the 
ground in South Vietnam, the “bloody civil war” con- 
tinued without rest. 








The summer offensive 


The Johnson and Staley missions had at least had a 
bracing effect in Saigon. Through the summer months 
GVN officials issued daily reports of military success 
against the guerrillas. In the middle of July, govern- 
ment units took on a five hundred-man NLP force in 
the marshes of Kien Tuong Province, eighty miles 
west of Saigon, in the biggest battle since the rebel- 
lion began in earnest two years earlier. The large in- 
surgent contingent, armed with mortars, machine 
guns, rifles, and grenades, blundered into a govern- 
ment ambush where it was pinned down by heavy 
gunfire and cut to pieces. In the fierce fighting nearly 
two hundred guerrillas were killed and many more 
wounded. After the day-long battle, the bodies of the 
dead lay strewn across two miles of marshland, the 
flags of the NLF still fluttering in the humid air. 

Part of the credit for the government victories could 
be traced to the stepped-up training being con- 
ducted by American advisers. With the help of the 
additional Special Forces soldiers authorized by 
President Kennedy in May, four separate commando 
training centers were put into operation. When they 
first arrived at the centers, many of the Vietnamese 
recruits could not read a map or a compass and 
talked so loudly on patrol that, according to one 
American instructor, “The dogs in every village were 
barking for miles around.” By the end of the summer 
some seventy commando companies—nearly seven 
thousand soldiers—had learned how to scale cliffs, 
operate cable pulleys, walk noiselessly in the jungle, 
and kill swiftly. The best units had even launched 
clandestine operations into North Vietnam. 

But for all the new equipment, the Special Forces 
advisers, and the growing number of South Vietnam- 
ese offensives, NLF military units continued to push 
forward. By midsummer “hard-core” guerrilla forces 
had grown to over twelve thousand, almost double 
the number at the beginning of the year. The return of 
regroupees from the North accounted for some of the 
additional insurgents. But most were recruited in the 
villages of the South. From bases north and west of 
Kontum, NLF units harassed the highlands as far 
south as Ban Me Thuot, where a guerrilla band am- 
bushed and killed two members of the National As- 
sembly. Just north of Saigon, the front's operations 
reached from the mountains on the Cambodian bor- 
der almost down to the sea. The front controlled at 
least a quarter of the villages in the Mekong Delta 
and had won nocturnal control of perhaps 70 percent 
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of the countryside. Repeated raids near Saigon had 
reduced the area of reasonable security to the city's 
border. 

It was from Saigon in late August that the White 
House received a most discouraging report from the 
American journalist Theodore White: 


The situation gets worse almost week by week. ... The 
guerrillas now control almost all the southern delta—so 
much so that 1 could find no American who would drive 
me outside Saigon in his car even by day without a mili- 
tary convoy. ... 


White reported a "political breakdown of formidable 
proportions: ... What perplexes the hell out of me is 
that the Commies, on their side, seem to be able to 
find people willing to die for their cause. ... 1 find it 
discouraging to spend a night in a Saigon nightclub 
full of young fellows of twenty and twenty-five danc- 
ing and jitterbugging, while twenty miles away their 
Communist contemporaries are terrorizing the coun- 
tryside.” Alluding to the American experience in 
China, White spelled out the dilemma facing the Ken- 





nedy administration. “If a defeat in South Viemam is 
to be considered our defeat, if we are responsible for 
holding that area, then we must have authority to act. 
And that means intervention in Vietnamese politics.” 
But if we do intervene, he asked pointedly, “have we 
the proper personnel, the proper instruments, the 
proper clarity of objectives to intervene successfully?” 





“A real war” 


Within a few weeks after Kennedy received White's 
letter, NLF regular forces launched a major offensive 
in central Vietnam. Units numbering as many as one 
thousand men attacked government outposts, vil- 
lages, even provincial towns. Attacks more than 
tripled, from one hundred and fifty a month to over 
four hundred and fifty in September. Most spectacu- 
lar of all was the seizure of Phuoc Vinh, the capital of 
Phuoc Long Province, on September 18. 





Captured guerrillas await interrogation beside the bodies of 
their dead comrades. Although the action whose results are 
pictured here took place in 1962, it was similar to numerous 
earlier South Vietnamese counteroffensives. 
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| Vietnamese soldiers complained of “dancing with death” 
while their more fortunate peers were “dancing with girls” in 
Saigon. Eventually a morality law decreed that a prostitute 
caught three times with different men was subject to arrest. 





The insurgents captured the town early in the 
morning, held it most of the day, publicly beheaded 
Diem's province chief before a huge crowd, and then 
departed before government troops could arrive. 
Phuoc Vinh shattered morale in Saigon, only sixty 
miles south. Government officials feared that the NLF 
intended to create a “liberated area” in which it 
would install a shadow government. When the rebels 
launched a second heavy attack in Darlac Province 
on September 22, taking hostage an American aid 
expert, an atmosphere of crisis took hold in South 
Vietnam. “It's no longer a guerrilla war,” Diem told 
| the National Assembly, “but a real war.” 





At this point Diem began to change his mind about 
the nature and amount of American support he re- 
quired. On October 1 he reversed position and 
requested a bilateral treaty with the United States. 
Two weeks later, he asked for an additional 
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fighter-bomber squadron, civilian pilots for helicop- 
ters and C-47 transport aircraft, and U.S. combat 
units for a “combat-training” mission near the de- 
militarized zone. Diem also broached with Ambassa- 
dor Frederick Nolting the possibility of stationing 
American troops in a number of provincial capitals in 
the highlands as a “symbolic” gesture of support and 
to free ARVN forces for counterguerrilla operations. 
Under Diem's prodding, the question of dis- 
patching U.S. troops reached center stage in Wash- 
ington. Walt Rostow suggested a 25,000-man SEATO 
force to guard the Vieinam-Laos border. The Joint 
Chiefs rejected the proposal, arguing that the troops 
would be poorly located to halt a potential invasion 
and stretched too thin to stop infiltration. They fa- 
vored instead a “concentrated effort” in Laos, but if 
that were politically unacceptable, the deployment of 
20,000 soldiers to the central highlands near Pleiku. 
The 20,000-man figure, however, was only a stopgap. 
The Chiefs estimated that 40,000 U.S. soldiers would 
be required to “clean up the Vietcong threat,” and 
another 128,000 in the event of active North Vietnam- 
ese or Chinese Communist intervention. Even the 
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State Department got into the act. Alexis Johnson, 
deputy undersecretary for political affairs, “guessed” 
that three divisions of 13,750 men each would be the 
ultimate force required to defeat the insurgents. 

All of these proposals were considered at a Na- 
tional Security Council meeting on October 11. That 
afternoon Kennedy announced that his military ad- 
viser, General Maxwell Taylor, would go to South 
Vietnam to make a personal assessment of the situa- 
tion there. 


The Taylor mission 


Taylor left Washington for Saigon on October 18, 
bringing along Walt Rostow as his deputy and a 
plane full of military experts, State Department ob- 
servers, and civilian technicians. The fact that the 
mission was commanded by a general, with a White 
House aide as deputy, but no figure of comparable 
rank from the State Department, suggested the extent 
to which Secretary of State Dean Rusk had left the 
problem to Kennedy and Defense. If Kennedy ac- 
quiesced because of his personal confidence in Tay- 
lor, it was a decision that would color the recommen- 
dations he received and perpetuate the assumption 
that Vietnam was primarily a military, rather than a 
political problem. 


Their plane touched down in a Saigon reeling from 
military and economic blows. Continuing the shift of 
their activities from the delta to an area north of Sai- 
gon, NLF cadres were regrouping into battalions ca- 
pable of taking on ARVN bases formerly considered 
secure. Meanwhile floods along the Mekong River 
had created a twenty-five-hundred-square-mile in- 
land sea, destroying the rice surplus for the next 
year, killing thousands of livestock, and ruining farm 
machinery. The devastation left two hundred thou- 
sand homes underwater and 1.5 million people with 
little or nothing to eat. With the floods and the war, 
rice stocks in Saigon fell to an all-time low, and 
prices skyrocketed. On the day the Taylor group ar- 
rived, Diem went before the National Assembly to 
proclaim a state of emergency. 

What Taylor discovered in Vietnam, he told the 
president on his return to Washington a week later, 
was a pervasive crisis of confidence: doubt that 
America was determined to save Southeast Asia from 
communism; doubt that Diem's methods could defeat 
the NLF. Bad tactics and bad administrative pro- 
cedures had permitted insurgent gains, invited a po- 
litical crisis, and led to a serious loss of Vietnamese 


After an all-night patrol, Master Sergeant Antonio Duarte 
eats with his Vietnamese army trainees. By mid-1961 several 
hundred Americans like Duarte were involved in the conflict. 
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morale. But Taylor found Diem, “with ail his weak- 
nesses,” a man of “extraordinary ability, stubborn- 
ness, and guts” and rejected any suggestion that he 
be replaced. 

Taylor's recommendations rested on two primary 
assumptions: first, the necessity of a strong, unequiv 
cal military commitment to South Vietnam; and sec- 
ond, the belief that the weaknesses of Diem’s regime 
could be overcome if enough Americans—civilian 
and military alike—took an active role in showing the 
Vietnamese how to win the war. By improving its in- 
telligence of NLF activities, by loosening adminis- 
irative impedimenis to more effective military action, 
and by getting the ARVN to take the offensive, South 
Vietnam could go a long way toward defending itself. 

But not, thought Taylor, far enough. There was an 
American role to play beyond military aid and tech- 
nical assistance. The United States should “offer” the 
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South Vietnamese an American military task force of 
between six thousand and ten thousand men. In- 
troduced for flood control operations in the delta, the 
task force would be a symbol of American resolve. It 
would constitute a military reserve on which the 
ARVN might draw and act as an advance group for 
whatever additional American forces might later be 
required. Meanwhile, the task force would “conduct 
such combat operations as are necessary for 
self-defense and for the security of the area in which 
fit] is stationed.” 





“No limit to our commitment” 





Taylor was well aware of the implications of taking 
such a decisive siep. Although American prestige 
was currently engaged in South Vietnam, it would 
only become more so by sending troops. Any in- 
troduction of U.S. forces would heighten tensions in 
the region and risk escalation into a major war. But 
worst of all, the introduction of American forces was 
a beginning without an end. “If the first contingent is 
not enough to accomplish the necessary results it will 





be difficult to resist the pressure to reinforce. If the ul- 
timate result sought is the closing of the frontiers and 
the cleanup of the insurgents within South Vietnam, 
there is no limit to our possible commitment.” 

These disadvantages, however, were outweighed 
in Taylor's mind by other factors. There could be “no 
action so convincing of U.S. seriousness of purpose, 
and hence so reassuring” to our friends and allies in 
Southeast Asia, as the introduction of U.S. forces into 
the area. Moreover, Taylor considered South Viet- 
nam “not an excessively difficult or unpleasant place 
to operate.” The risks of backing into a major Asian 
war were “present but ... not impressive.” North 
Viemam was “extremely vulnerable to conventional 
bombing,” a weakness that could be diplomatically 
exploited. 

Both North Vietnam and China, argued Taylor, 
would confront “severe logistical difficulties in trying 
to maintain strong forces in the field.” Finally, there 
was "no case for fearing a mass onslaught of Com- 
munist manpower into South Vietnam and its neigh- 
boring states,” particularly if our air power was al- 
lowed a “free hand” against logistical targets. Taylor 
concluded that the introduction of a U.S. military task 
force without delay offered far more advantages than 
difficulties, far more opportunities than risks. “In fact,” 
he concluded, “I do not believe that our program to 
save South Vietnam will succeed without it.” 

But what made Vietnam so important to the United 
States? To George Ball and a few others at the State 
Department, what the United States faced in Vietnam 
was not Soviet aggression but Tonkinese imperialism. 
The rebellion, as far as Ball was concerned, was a 
“tribal” war in which the United States took part only 
at its peril. But to Taylor, as to most of Kennedy's ad- 
visers, South Vietnam was falling victim to “a clear 
and systematic” Communist strategy to extend its 
power and influence wherever possible, by whatever 
means necessary. The only thing that could halt this 
onrushing catastrophe was "a hard U.S. commitment 
to the ground in Vietnam,” and soon. 


The Vietnam program: first phase 





Reflecting later on the reception of his report, Taylor 
couldn't recall “anyone who was strongly against, 
except one man and that was the president. The 
president just didn’t want to be convinced that this 
was the right thing to do.” All year long Kennedy had 
been under pressure—on Cuba, on Laos, on Berlin, 
and now on Vietnam—to confront with forceful action 


what was perceived as Communist aggression. But 
for all his own cold war rhetoric, Kennedy saw Amer- 
ica's role in somewhat different terms. In a speech 
delivered during Taylor's absence in Vietnam, Ken- 
nedy had asked Americans to “face the fact that the 
United States is neither omnipotent nor omniscient,” 
that there “cannot be an American solution to every 
world problem.” Pointing out that Americans com- 
prised only 6 percent of the earth's people, he re- 
minded his countrymen that they had neither the 
right nor the capacity to impose their will on the rest 
of the world. After he received Taylor's report, he told 
a presidential adviser: “They want a force of Ameri- 
can troops. They say it’s necessary in order to restore 
confidence and maintain morale. But it will be just 
like Berlin. The troops will march in; the bands will 
play; the crowds will cheer; and in four days every- 
one will have forgotten. Then we will be told we have 
to send in more troops.” 

Others shared the president's misgivings, espe- 
cially at the State Department. Averell Harriman, 
Kennedy's choice to head the U.S. delegation at the 
Laos peace conference, disputed the Taylor con- 
clusion that the crisis of confidence was military in 
origin, arguing instead that the gravity of the situa- 
tion in Vietnam was the result of a political failure: 
Diem's unwillingness or incapacity to serve the needs 
of the villages, and his repressive response to a peas- 
ant-based insurrection. 

Perhaps most far-seeing of all was Sterling Cot- 
trell, chairman of the Vietnam Task Force, who had 
also traveled to Saigon with the Taylor group. Cot- 
trell pointed out that the war going on in Vietnam 
was waged in the villages. The battle must be joined 
and could only be won at that level. But foreign sol- 
diers could not themselves win the battle at the vil- 
lage level. He concluded it would be a fundamental 
mistake for the United States to commit itself irrev- 
ocably to the defeat of communism in South Vietnam. 

But Defense had one last round to fire. In a memo- 
randum to the president on November 8, McNamara 
recommended that “we do commit the U.S. to the 
clear objective of preventing the fall of South Vietnam 
to communism, and that we support this commitment 
by the necessary military actions.” The secretary of 
defense asserted that the fall of Vietnam would have 
“extremely serious” strategic implications worldwide 
and that the chances were probably “sharply 
against” preventing that fall without the introduction 
of U.S. troops. But success could not be guaranteed; 
and McNamara was at pains to spell out the “ulti- 
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mate possible extent” of American military com- 
mitment: six divisions and support units, or about two 
hundred and five thousand men. 

This was not what the president wanted to hear, 
nor was it altogether satisfactory to Secretary of State 
Rusk. Almost certainly with the blessing, if not at the 
direction of the president, Rusk persuaded McNa- 
mara to reconsider his position. The memorandum 
they jointly produced on November 11 retained the 
commitment of the United States to prevent the fall of 
South Vietnam to communism and included contin- 
gency planning for military action against "the 
source of aggression in North Vietnam.” But any de- 
cision to commit combat ground forces to South Viet- 
nam was deferred. Instead, the military courses of 
action were divided into two phases. Under Phase A, 
the United States would immediately dispatch sup- 
port troops and equipment, including helicopters, 
transport aircraft, air reconndissance equipment, 
small craft, and intelligence equipment, along with 
the uniformed and civilian advisers necessary for 
training and operations. Phase A also called for ad- 
ministrators and advisers to assume positions in the 
governmental machinery of South Vietnam. Phase B 
projected the further study and possible deployment 
of major ground forces at a later date. In return, 
Diem would be expected to carry out military, politi- 
cal, economic, and social reforms much like those re- 
quested in May, and, in addition, join in a “limited 
partnership” with American military and embassy of- 
ficials in the conduct of the war. 

Kennedy now had a joint recommendation from his 
secretaries of defense and state telling him almost 
exactly what he wanted to hear. With one crucial de- 
letion—their recommendation that the United States 
formally commit itself te saving South Vietnam—the 
Rusk-McNamara memo became on November 15 the 
First Phase of Viemam Program, the guiding recom- 
mendations for the next two years and more of Amer- 


| ican involvement in South Vietnam. 








The November decisions 





When Taylor returned to Washington in early No- 
vember, three questions remained to be answered. 


| What level of formal commitment would the United 
| States give to South Vietnam? What conditions, if any, 


would be attached to new American aid? Would the 
combat task force recommended by Taylor be de- 
ployed? 

Intelligence estimates that North Vietnam would 
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respond to increased American support for the Diem 
regime with increased support for the insurgents, 
plus his experience with Diem over the past year, dis- 
suaded the president from any open-ended com- 
mitment to the defense of the South. Nor was Ken- 
nedy inclined to increase substantially American aid 
to the Saigon regime without putting pressure on 
Diem to move forward on social and economic 
reforms. 

As vital as these questions were, the central issue 
had become the question of troops. There were a 
number of possible reasons for Kennedy's negative 
decision: his concern that the introduction of combat 
units would upset the negotiations over Laos; his lack 
of confidence in the advice of his military advisers— 
even his hand-picked military advisers—after Cuba 
and Laos; his conviction that, in the end, fighting the 
insurgents was primarily a South Vietnamese job; 
and his fear that, once the first soldiers were on the 
ground and taking casualties, the pressure to send 
more troops would be intense. 

“Within five years we could have three hundred 
thousand men in the paddies and jungles and never 
find them again,” George Ball had warned the presi- 
dent in early November. At the time, Kennedy had re- 
plied with some asperity: “George, you're just crazier 
than hell. That just isn't going to happen.” But he too 
had his doubts about introducing troops. “It's like tak- 
ing a drink,” he remarked. “The effect wears off and 
you have to take another.” 

John Kennedy began his administration with a call 
for international firmness and domestic sacrifice. Ea- 
ger to recapture an image of decisiveness in the 
wake of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the Vienna summit, 
and the Laos crisis, yet doubtful about the prospects 
for long-term success, he adopted the strategy of 
doing what was minimally necessary to forestall a 
Communist takeover of South Vietnam. Like George 
Ball he regarded Vietnam as a quagmire, but unlike 
Ball he was confident that he could maintain control 
over events. 

The November decisions were designed to keep 
the U.S. commitment within bounds and Kennedy's 
options open. He did not tie military assistance 


The Departments of State and Defense disagreed over the 
level of U.S. commitment to South Vietnam in the first months 
of the Kennedy administration. But Secretary of State Dean 
Rusk (left) and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara tem- 
porarily ended the debate with their joint memorandum of 
November 11. It called for U.S. commitment to South Vietnam 
but not for the dispatch of American troops. 





directly to political reforms but rejected a larger U.S. 
military presence because of the absence of such re- 
forms. He deferred the introduction of combat units 
but did not rule them out as a future alternative. He 
escalated his rhetoric about the importance of Viet- 
nam but carefully avoided any formal, open-ended 
commitment. 

Presidents could not talk about Vietnam being vital 
to American interests, however, without making its 
defense an article of American faith. Nor could they 
encourage planning within the government for 
greatly increased levels of military and political in- 
volvement and assume that such planning would not 
take on a life of its own. Throughout 1961 the presi- 


dent contended with what Leslie Gelb, the editor of 
the Pentagon Papers, has called a “preconceived 
consensus to go on.” By November the issue had 
boiled down to a simple equation: the costs of pulling 
out—in American prestige abroad, in political con- 
sequences at home—seemed much greater to Ken- 
nedy than the costs of going forward. He had inher- 
ited what he took to be a political and national 
responsibility. If all it required was a few thousand 
advisers and a bit more military aid to meet that re- 
sponsibility, it seemed a small step to take. It was a 
step, however, that maintained the momentum of 
American involvement, a momentum which would 
prove exceedingly difficult to arrest. 
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| Washington and Saigon 


| Whatever the reasoning behind Kennedy's decision, 
| it was taken by press and public alike as a decision 
to defer a decision. The general outlines of the pack- 
age of American assistance that would be dis- 
patched to South Viemam had been the subject of 
public discussion for so long that it stirred little con- 
cern and even less interest. A number of other 
crises—at the UN, in the Congo, on nuclear testing, 
| and in Berlin where a symbolic confrontation be- 
tween Soviet and American tanks had just taken 
| place—preoccupied public attention. Sending equip- 
| ment and advisers to South Vietnam, even in much 
| greater numbers, seemed by comparison small 
| 
| 








potatoes. 
In Saigon the mood was considerably less san- 
guine. Kennedy had ended up offering Diem less 
| than he was expecting, and at a steeper price than 
| he was prepared to pay. Diem was especially dis- 
appointed that the Taylor task force was scrapped, 
wondering aloud if the U.S. was getting ready to 
| back out of Vietnam, as it had already done in Laos. 
| An anti-American campaign broke out in the gov- 


ernment-controlled Viemamese press. One Saigon 
newspaper published an eight-column headline 
reading: “Republic of Vietnam Is Not a Guinea Pig 
for Capitalist Imperialism.” Diem's brother Nhu ob- 
jected bitterly that American insistence on social, 
economic, and political reforms was interference in 
Vietnamese internal affairs and irrelevant to the main 
task of defeating the insurgents. 

In the end, Washington backed down. Diem's un- 
happiness at the new American demands for reform 
had already provoked an awkward public squabble 
and might lead to renewed pressure on the president 
to send the combat task force atter all. So instead of a 
“limited partnership,” Washington now asked only 
that “in operations directly related to the security situ- 
ation, one party will not take decisions or actions af- 
fecting the other without full and frank prior con- 
sultations.” Once the U.S. backed away, Diem 
proved amenable to a statement of agreed principles 


Destination: Vietnam. The arrival of these thirty-three Ameri- 
can helicopters in Saigon in December 1961 raised the level 
of U.S. participation in the civil war raging across the Viet- 
namese countryside. 
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and measures. Whether this would result in anything 
more substantial than similar statements in the past 
remained to be seen. Meanwhile, the promised addi- 
tional military support had already begun to arrive. 





A beginning without an end 





On December 11, the aircraft ferry Core reached Sai- 
gon carrying thirty-three (C) H-21C twin-rotor heli- 
copters, their pilots and ground crews. The aircratt 
were to be assigned to support South Vietnamese 
units but would remain under U.S. Army control and 
operation. The four hundred men in the two helicop- 
ter companies raised the total number of United 
States military personnel in Vietnam to fifteen hun- 
dred. “Many more,” the New York Times reported, 
“are expected.” 

By November 1963, there would be more than 
16,000 American soldiers in South Vietnam. Between 
1961 and 1963, American forces would participate in 
hundreds of armed confrontations, chalk up some 
seven thousand air sorties, lose twenty-three aircratt, 
and suffer the deaths of 108 men. Americans at home 
would learn of “strategic hamlets” and “open zones.” 
They would read reports of a new exodus of refu- 
gees. And they would watch with confusion as 
Buddhist bonzes set themselves afire and military 
conspirators, with American approval, overthrew the 
Diem regime in a bloody coup. Most of all, they 
would be bewildered by the tenacity of the elusive, 
pajama-clad figures the soldiers called “Victor 
Charlie.” 

Already by the time the first American contingent 
reached South Vietnam, regular NLF forces number- 
ing fifteen thousand were organized into at least 
twenty-seven main force battalions operating from 
well concealed fortified bases and war zones scat- 
tered throughout the South. They had extended their 
influence in varying degrees to about 80 percent of 
the countryside. Attacking now in battalion, as well 
as company and platoon strength, the insurgents de- 
stroyed charcoal kilns and disrupted convoys creat- 
ing an acute fuel shortage in Saigon, hacked to 
pieces the north-south railroad leading from the cap- 
ital to the northern frontier, ambushed and killed forty 
Civil Guards in Phu Yen Province, and derailed a 
train from Saigon to Nha Trang. Every government 
soldier on the train vanished. At year’s end, the war 
was consuming a thousand lives a week. 

Whatever the fate of the new advisers would be, 
their presence in Vietnam, in numbers greatly in ex- 





Following page. Sergeant William Bowen, one of the first of 
the new American advisers, conducts an operational training 
mission with Vietnamese volunteers. The Kennedy adminis- 
tration hoped that advisers like Bowen would make deeper 
U.S. military involvement unnecessary. 





cess of what the Geneva accords permitted, was 
something of a diplomatic embarrassment. In Decem- 
ber the State Department released a white paper en- 
titled A Threat to the Peace, ostensibly documenting 
massive violations of the Geneva accords by North 
Vietnam. According to the white paper, which had 
been in preparation for several months, the NLF was 
simply a creature of the northern Communists, Hanoi 
was supporting the southern insurgency with arms 
and men, and infiltration of military and espionage 
units had assumed “ominous proportions.” In fact, the 
report grossly exaggerated the amount and signifi- 
cance of outside support for the insurgency, con- 
tradicting not only CIA estimates but even internal 
memoranda of the State Department itself. Nonethe- 
less, a case had been made, and the deployment of 
equipment and advisers went forward. 

As the State Department white paper was being 
released in Washington, another kind of drama was 
taking place thousands of miles away in the southern 
highlands of South Vietnam. The tribesmen of the vil- 
lage of Buon Enao had assembled to affirm their alle- 
giance to the South Vietnamese government. Armed 
with crossbows and spears, they publicly pledged 
that no Vietcong would enter their village or receive 
assistance of any kind. A few days later a seven-man 
detachment of the U.S. First Special Forces Group 
arrived to train the people of Buon Enao amd to es- 
tablish a strike force made up of tribesmen from the 
surrounding villages. 

So began America's longest war. Like the Chinese 
and the French before them, the Americans had | 
come to fight in Vietnam. 





Special to the New York Times 
WASHINGTON, Dec. 19—United States 
military men in South Vietnam were un- 
derstood today to be operating in battle 
areas with South Vietnamese forces that 
are fighting Communist guerrillas. 
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Names, Acronyms, Terms 


Annam-—central section of Vietnam; French pro- 
tectorate from 1893 to 1954. 


ARVN—Army of the Republic of Vietnam. The 
army of South Vietnam. 


Binh Xuyen—bandit army that at one time con- 
trolled half of Saigon. Led by Bay Vien (Le Van 
Vien) 


Cao Dai—religious sect formed in 1925 by a 
group of civil servants in Cochin China. A 
spirit revealed itself to them as the “Cao Dai,” 
or supreme god of the universe. 


CIA —Central Intelligence Agency. It replaced in 
1947 the OSS, the World War II U.S. in- 
telligence agency. 


CIP—Counter-Insurgency Plan. 1961 plan call- 
ing for additional U.S. aid to support a 20,000 
man increase in the ARVN and to train, equip, 
and supply a 32,000-man addition to South 
Vietnam's Civil Guard. 


Cochin China—southern section of Vietnam; 
French colony from 1863 to 1954. 


| Cold War—description of struggle between 
Western powers and Communist bloc from the 


end of World War II until the early 1960s. 


collectivization—grouping together of laborers 
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DMZ-demilitarized zone. Established according 
to the Geneva accords of 1954, provisionally 
dividing North Vietnam from South Vietnam 
along the seventeenth parallel. 


DRV—Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The gov- 
ernment of Ho Chi Minh, established on Sep- 
tember 2, 1945. Provisionally confined to North 
Vietnam by the Geneva accords of 1954. 


French Expeditionary Corps—colonial army of 
France. Made up chiefly of soldiers from 
French colonies and commanded by an 
all-volunteer force from France. The use of 
conscripts in Indochina had been banned by 
the French parliament. 


GCO-general counteroffensive. The third stage 
of Mao's outline for military victory. After 
being on the defensive and demoralizing the 
enemy, a revolutionary army uses the third 
stage—the GCO—consisting of a frontal attack 
on the enemy troops. 


GVN-government of South Vietnam. Also re- 
ferred to as the Republic of Vietnam. Provi- 
sionally established by the Geneva accords in 
1954. 


hedgehogs—isolated outposts in which the 
French high command concentrated troops. 


Hoa Hao-religious sect headed by Huynh Phu 
So, who began preaching in 1939 toward a re- 
formed Buddhism involving internal faith 
rather than outward ritual. 


ICC-International Control Commission. Man- 
dated by Geneva accords of 1954 to supervise 
implementation of the agreement. Consisted of 
representatives of Poland, India, and Canada. 


Lao Dong party—Vietnam Worker's party (Com- 
munist party). Founded by Ho Chi Minh in May 
1951. Absorbed the Vietminh and was the rul- 
ing party of the DRV. 


MAAG-Military Assistance Advisory Group. 
U.S. military advisory program to South Viet- 
nam beginning in 1955. 


montagnards—the mountain tribes of Vietnam, 
wooed by both the North and the South be- 
cause of their knowledge of the rugged high- 
land terrain. 


MSU Advisory Group—Michigan State Univer- 
sity team led by Dr. Wesley Fishel that in 1955 
attempted to reorganize Diem's adminis- 
tration, police, and Civil Guard. 


Muong soldiers—hill tribesmen used by the 
French in their counterattack against the 
Vietminh. 


napalm-incendiary used in Vietnam by French 
and Americans both as defoliant and anti- 
personnel weapon. Shot from a flame thrower 
or dropped from aircraft, the substance ad- 
heres while it burns. 


National Revolutionary Movement—Diem's fol- 
lowing, dominated by his brothers Nhu and 
Can. 


NLF—National Liberation Front, officially the 
National Front for the Liberation of the South. 


Formed on December 20, 1960, it aimed to 
overthrow South Vietnam's government and 
reunite the North and the South. The NLF in- 
cluded Communists and non-Communists. 


NSC-National Security Council. Responsible 
for developing defense strategies for the U.S. 
Situated in the White House, it exerts general 
direction over the CIA. 


Operation Lea—unsuccessful French attempt to 
end the Vietminh rebellion in fall 1947 and 
capture Ho Chi Minh. 


Operation Vulture—operation conceived but 
never mounted by American and French mili- 
tary in Vietnam in 1954 to relieve the siege at 
Dien Bien Phu. It called for American bombers 
to raid the perimeter of the valley cutting 
Vietminh communications and artillery instal- 
lations. 


OSS-Office of Strategic Services. Created in 
1942 under the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff to ob- 
tain information about enemy military oper- 
ations. Disbanded in 1945, many of its func- 
tions were absorbed by the CIA. 


Pentagon Papers—a once-secret internal De- 
fense Department study of U.S.-Vietnam rela- 
tions from 1945 to 1967. Made available to the 
New York Times in 1971 by Daniel Ellsberg 
and later released by the Pentagon. 


PLA-—People's Liberation Army of South Viet- 
nam, the army of the NLF. 


psywar—psychological warfare. 
psyops—psychological warfare operations. 


RC 4-Route Coloniale 4. French road near Chi- 
nese border connecting hedgehogs in north- 
east Vietnam. Scene of heavy fighting and ma- 
jor French defeat in 1950. 


seventeenth parallel-temporary division line 
between North and South Vietnam established 
by the Geneva accords of 1954 pending unifi- 
cation election scheduled for July 1956. Elec- 
tions were never held and division remained 
until 1975. 


Tonkin—northern section of Vietnam; French 
protectorate from 1883 to 1954. 


USAID-United States Agency for International 
Development. 


Vietcong—derogatory contraction of Vietnam 
Cong San (Vietnamese Communist). In use 
since 1956. 


Vietminh—coalition founded by Ho Chi Minh in 
May 1941 and ruled the DRV. Absorbed by the 
Lao Dong party in 1951. 


Vietnamization—term given to President Nixon's 
phased withdrawal of U.S. troops and transfer 
of their responsibilities to South Vietnamese. 


VPA-Vietnam People's Army. North Vietnam's 
army, led by Vo Nguyen Giap. 
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First as advisers then as combatants, Americans began fighting the longest war in U.S. history. 


Dear Reader: 

It is our pleasure to present you with Passing the Torch, another volume in “The Vietnam Experience.” 
Passing the Torch recounts the events in Vietnam and around the world between 1945 and 1961 that 
would ultimately lead the U.S. to replace France in a distant war in Southeast Asia. 

These crucial events and the American response to them provided the impulse that moved the U.S. 
to action in Vietnam. Likewise, we feel that this volume may be the heart of the series. Within its 
pages lie answers to the central questions of the puzzle of how and why the U.S. began its Vietnam 
experience. 

Independence in Asia; France retakes Vietnam 

Passing the Torch tells how France wrested control of Vietnam back from Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam after World War Il, while all around Asia other former colonies became independ- 
ent nations. 
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As the French hae 





You will see how, despite its anticolonial policies, the U.S. first watched silently and then helped 
France fight its Vietnam War. Also, you'll read about how the U.S., with France on the brink of 
tragic defeat at Dien Bien Phu, almost entered the war in 1954 with nuclear weapons at the ready. 


Passing the Torch also— 


e Takes you to the Geneva Conference of 1954, where the world’s powers decided on a “provisional 
partition” of Vietnam into North and South, pending reunification elections; 

e Shows you the impact on North Vietnam of Ho Chi Minh’s stern “revolution”; 

e Profiles Ngo Dinh Diem, South Vietnam's first president, called by some an ineffectual American 
puppet, by others a miracle man; 

e Recounts the beginning of Communist insurrection in the South and answers the question of 
whether the rebellion was southern or northern rooted; 

e Introduces you to America’s first soldiers in Vietnam; and 

e Relives JFK's inauguration and first dramatic year in office, a year that set in motion the events 
of the decade to come. 


In addition to confronting the important questions about Vietnam that have eluded answers for 
many years, Passing the Torch also provides the historical backdrop so crucial to a dispassionate 
understanding of America's experience in Vietnam. 


The American years 


Other volumes in the series turn directly to the American years in Vietnam, starting with the period 
wee South Vietnam fought Communist guerrillas with the aid of Americans officially designated 

“advisers” (but many did not realize until years later that the advisers were often as active as any 
a troops could be). You can also read about how, long before the first official U.S. combat 
troops entered Vietnam in 1965, American Special Forces carried out daring, often deadly, missions 
throughout Southeast Asia, which they continued to do throughout the war. 


With the landing of the U.S. Marines on the beach at Da Nang in March 1965, America entered the 
“long tunnel” of Vietnam. “The Vietnam Experience” is devoted to shedding light on that sometimes 
murky period in American history, when more than 3 million American men and women fought in 
a war that few understood. 





A marine feels for the hi rie at of awounded buddy 


Followime the rescue of eo marınes, the crew chwt of a murine transport 
My eun 


helicopter shout 
e guy 

















— | en Aw 


Shock and surprise mirrored in the faces of these Gls as smoke rises after a Communist rocket-propelled grenade exploded in front of their tank. 
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The cast of millions 


While we intend to cover the Vietnam War from all sides, for us a large part of “The Vietnam 
Experience” comes to us in the personal accounts of the veterans. The Americans you see pictured 
here are but a sample of those you will meet in the remaining books in the series. 


Future volumes will highlight the efforts of Americans like these, placing their stories within the 
tangled web of international diplomacy and domestic upheaval that would so alter them, their 
generation, and their country. 


For now, join me in turning back to 1946—before many of the 3 million Americans that served in 
Vietnam were born—and the events in then seemingly far-off Southeast Asia that would lead to 
America’s longest, and most costly war. 


After publishing this unique volume, I understand better how and why this war came to be. I think 
that after reading Passing the Torch, you will too. 


Sincerely, 


fer 2 dere 


Robert J. George 
Publisher 
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